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CHAPTER I
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BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY
Introduction
"The forgotten half of American society are the young people who build our
homes, drive our busses, repair our automobiles, fix our televisions, maintain and
serve our offices, schools, and hospital, and keep the production lines of our mills
and factories moving. To a great extent, they determine how well the American
family, economy, and democracy function. "1
The above quote from the Phi Delta Kat:>pan article The California
Partnership Academics: Remembering the "Forgotten Half," has emphasized the
fact that fifty percent of the American high school youth are not being adequately
served by the present educational system. Those at-risk youth are the individuals
that will be the backbone of the American economic system. The report titled,
America's Choice: High Skills or Low Wages, completed by the National Center on
Education and the Economy, points out that if high schools do not develop higher
skills the United States will not be able to compete on an international scale. This
concern is particularly targeted at youths who are dropping out before completing a
high school diploma or are graduating with limited skills and thus, are not
successful in post-secondary education or training.2 Research conducted by the
National Center on Education has also demonstrated that high school students
must develop higher level skills that employers are demanding in order to compete
with other nations.

Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to determine if vocational training taken in
secondary comprehensive high schools or skills centers in Washington State had
adequately r,repared students for post-high school employment or further training.
The results o'f this study were shared with the Governor's Council on Education,
Reform, and Funding, the Washington State Legislature, the Workforce Training
and Education Coordinating Board, and the Office of Superintendent of Public
Instruction. The information and resulting recommendations gleaned from this
study will be used in part to shape the future of secondary vocational training in
Washington State.

Limitations of the Study
Data collected for use in the present study was gathered by means of a
focus group interview process utilizing:
1.

Students - Students were selected who had completed vocational
programs offered in comprehensive high schools or vocational skills
centers.

1
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2.

Employers - Employers were selected who had hired students who
had completed vocational programs offered in comprehensive high
schools and skills centers.

3.

Comprehensive High Schools - Eight comprehensive high schools
were selected that offered vocational education programs.

4.

Skills Centers - Two regional skills centers were selected from which
students had completed specific vocational training.

\

The literature summarized in chapter II of this study has been limited to research
conducted in the last five years.

Definition of Terms
Significant terms used in the context of this study include:

(

1. Focus Group: A focus group is a carefully planned discussion or meeting
involving four to ten people with similar backgrounds. The goal of a focus
group interview process is to obtain from the focus group participants
perceptions, opinions and views about selected topics or ideas. During the
interview process topics and ideas are presented in a nonthreatening setting
by an interviewer who ideally is unknown to the participants. Richard
Krueger in his book, "Focus Groups: A Practical Guide For Applied
Research," notes that attitudes and perceptions relating to products,
services, or programs are developed in part by the interaction with other
people."3 The discussion in the focus group process should be relaxed,
comfortable and enjoyable for the participants as they share their feelings,
ideas and perceptions. Utilizing the focus group process as compared to
other types of research methods the participants react to and are influenced
by comments of others. Information becomes available that might not
ems~r.ie in other methods of data collection.
2. Vocational Skills Center: Vocational skills centers are magnet secondary
vocational training institutions which are located throughout Washington
State. Students enrolled in skills center programs travel from their home
schools to the skills centers for a three hour block of time per day to gain
specific skill training in an occupation of their choice. 4 As a rule, skills
centers do not provide any other types of courses except for remediation
purposes.
3. Comprehensive High Schools: Comprehensive high schools are
institutions in which 9-12 or 10-12 grade students are enrolled. Academic
as well as vocational education programs may be offered.

2

CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE

Research and literature summarized in this chapter have been organized to
address issues confronting secondary education and the need to prepare students
for post-high school employment, further education or training.
Chapter II has been organized to address the following topics:•

High school curriculum

•

Non-college bound students

•

Employer expectations of employees

•

Education of non-college bound youth in other countries

•

Legislatures in Washington, Oregon, and California

•

A model for restructuring

•

The 21st Century high school

•

Summary

An Educational Resource Information Center (ERIC) search was utilized to
conduct a review of related literature summarized on the following pages.
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High School Curriculum
The United States is revered worldwide for its college and university system
which provides unparalleled opportunities in higher education. Most school
districts gear the high school curriculum toward academic skills needed for college
entry, and the high school curriculum is linked to college entrance requirements.
Youth are advised on the connection between high school course work and
college entrance requirements. High school students are provided assistance in
selecting and enrolling in a college or university of their choice. 5

Non-College Bound Students
The reality is only one half of American youth attend college. The
preparation and training of the other half of the high school population is
inadequate. Students do not have skills necessary to be successful in the
workforce. Jobs available require employees who are technically competent. At
the present time graduating seniors are inadequately prepared to fill these jobs.
Historically students could graduate from high school with little or no skill training
and find employment for 10 to 15 dollars an hour in an industrial setting. This
situation no longer exists. The Hudson Institute reports that low skill jobs are
declining at an alarming rate.6 The Washington State Office of Financial
Management reports that 52 percent of employees needed in the next five to ten
years will need technical skills and vocational education, and only fifteen percent
will need a college degree.? In the next decade the economy will depend on
diverse groups who are not necessarily college graduates and these individuals
will be as important as rocket scientists and engineers.8

Employer Expectations of Employees
Employer expectations of workers' skill levels continue to rise. However,
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At the present time, employers agree that employees need to be able to read and
write at the eighth grade level, but as jobs become more technical and computers
more common, workers will need to read at a twelfth grade level. Unfortunately
twenty percent of students graduating from high school cannot read at the eighth
grade level and forty percent cannot function at the twelfth grade academic leveJ.9
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A statewide survey of 4,200 businessmen and focus group members in
Washington State revealed an alarming lack of skilled workers. Over forty percent
reported that the lack of skilled workers prevented them from expanding, and
impacted research and development. Sixty to sixty-five percent reported lower
productivity and service levels. Smaller firms were forced to tum down sales
because of ill-trained workers.1 O
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Education of Non-College Bound Youth in Other Countries
Other countries do a much better job of preparing non-college bound youth
for employment than the United States. It has been pointed out that youth in the
United States have done poorly on math and science tests when compared to
youth from other nations. It appears that the United States fares no better in
employment preparation when compared to other countries than it does in math
and science.
Foreign countries demand and expect students to do well in school; the United
States does not. Other industrial nations have stringent performance standards
that all students must meet by age 16. Foreign schools, as well as the employment
community, guide a students' transition from school-to-work. Non-college bound
youth in other countries are ready to enter the workforce upon graduation and they
receive direct assistance in finding jobs; youth in the United States do not.
England, for example, funds school-employer linkages. Business and industry in
England will employ and train youth if they have attained academic attendance and
behavioral competencies. Germany has. an extensive apprenticeship system that
guides almost all fifteen and sixteen year olds that are not college bound from
school to work. In the United States, less than two percent of high school
graduates enroll in apprenticeship programs.11
Other nations invest extensively in out of school youth who have not found
employment. These youth are assured of further training and, if necessary further
education, and ultimately a job. England guarantees training for every sixteen and
seventeen year old who are not enrolled as full-time students or who have not
obtained full-time employment. The United States employment and training
programs reach only a small portion of the youth who need this assistance.
If the United States is going to compete in the world economic market it must
change its competency standards. In the United States the practice is to use
program completion o, seat time as the c1iteria for s:-ill mastery. Other countries in
the world establish national competency standards and national training standards
that are utilized to evaluate skill mastery.

Legislatures:

Washington, Oregon and California

Legislators of Washington, California and Oregon realize that half of the
students who do not attend colleges do not possess basic skills such as reading
and writing, as well as technical skills and training for the complicated jobs of the
future. Legislators realize that a highly qualified workforce cannot be a reality
without sound basic skills. Experts agree that unless something is done for the fifty
percent of high school students who do not go to college, the United States will not
be able to compete on the international levei.12 They also realize there are no
standards of achievement for non-college bound youth. Thus, there is little
incentive for non-college bound students to work hard in school. There is no
relationship between how and what students do in school and the kind of job that
they will be qualified for upon graduation.

5
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It has become evident that the United States has not adequately provided
education and training for half of the youth who graduate each year from high
schools across the country. Because of this problem the legislature in Oregon
passed sweeping educational reform measures. The state of California made
grants available so that models could be implemented to change the way
curriculum was organized to more adequately meet the needs of all students. This
change has been implemented at Woodland High School in California.

A Model for Restructuring
The Woodland model starts with an extensive career guidance program.
This insures that students are provided with counseling to help them overcome
social, behavioral, and personal problems so meaningful learning can take place.
Through career guidance students are able to focus on personal goals that will
enable them to develop a four year career plan. After completing interest
inventories and personality inventories, students choose one of six career paths.
Each career path includes academic and vocational faculty and staff. These
staff members are responsible for the students in a particular career path for the
entire four years of high school. All the academic requirements are aligned with
the career path. These students understand why the academic subjects are
necessary as they complete their vocational training.
As a result of redefining Woodland High School's mission, several outcomes
have occurred. (1) They have integrated academic and vocational education, (2)
developed a comprehensive guidance program, and (3) established career paths
as a process for students to design their individual academic/career plan through
high school. Due to this plan, students have graduated with both quality technical
skills and have met requirements for entering college. Other significant outcomes
that have occurred since Woodland High School went to a career path model
include:
a. Average s,anuardizeo tesi scores an; uµ.
b. Students completing college entrance requirements have doubled in
three years from 18.2 percent to 36.8 percent.
c. Woodland is among the leading schools in California in terms of the
percentage of minority students entering the university system.
d. Attendance rates have increased and suspension rates have declined.
e. Drop-out rate has been reduced by 38 percent.
f. The number of students going on to higher education has increased by
25 percent.13
The Woodland model has provided students the opportunity to gain specific
vocational training and complete college entrance requirements. By integrating
academics and vocational education, students can apply immediately what they
are learning in the academic setting to their vocational programs. Learning is
relevant for students and they are excited about what they are learning. Woodland
High School students have put school into their "quality world," thus, they are
producing high quality work.14

6

The 21st Century High School
One half of the students graduating from high school today lack basic
academic expertise and skill training. Complex technologies, new product
introduction, product changes, and increased quality requirements require workers
who can work in teams, have critical thinking skills, and can understand the new
technology.
Education must be restructured in a way that allows all students the
opportunity to meet college entrance requirements and gain specific skill training
for entry level employment. Model programs implemented in various areas
throughout the country have proven that when career identification and academic
preparation are integrated together, students perform better in school and there is
relevancy in the academic course work students are taking. Students are engaged
and active in their learning, and they graduate with skills necessary to obtain a job
or achieve the next step in an academic pursuit.

Summary
The literature and research summarized in chapter II supported the following
predominate themes:
1.

Half of American youth who enrolled in high school do not attend
college.

2.

Students who graduate from high school do not have the necessary
technical or basic skills.

3.

High schools that require vocational and academic course work have
achieved dramatically improved results.

7

CHAPTER Ill

(

PROCEDURES OF THE STUDY
The purpose of this study was to determine if vocational training taken in
secondary comprehensive high schools or skills centers in Washington State had
adequately prepared students for post-high school employment or further training.
Chapter Ill has been organized to address the following:
•

Need for the study

•

Procedures

•

Treatment of the data
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Need for the Study
The study was undertaken to provide data on the effectiveness of secondary
vocational education programs. This information was requested by the
Washington State Governor's Office, the Washington State Legislature, the
Workforce Training and Education Coordinating Board, and the Office of
Superintendent of Public Instruction.

Procedures
The procedures used in this study were confined to a focus group interview
format consisting of two groups of students who had completed vocational
programs in vocational skills centers and eight groups of students who had
completed vocational programs in comprehensive high schools. The focus group
format was also utilized to interview individuals who had employed students that
completed vocational programs in vocational skills centers or comprehensive high
schools.
Vocational directors who coordinate vocational programs in the target areas
throughout Washington State were contacted and asked to identify students who
had completed comprehensive high school and skills center vocational education
programs. Employers who had hired students who completed vocational
education programs were also involved in the study. Eight focus groups of
students who had completed vocational programs in comprehensive high schools
were also interviewed. Four focus groups of employers that had hired students
who completed vocational training in comprehensive high schools were
interviewed. Two focus groups of students were interviewed who had completed
skills center vocational education programs and two focus groups of employers
who hired students who completed vocational skills center vocational programs
were interviewed as well.
The focus group format was chosen for several reasons:

•

It would be the best method to assure participation by the targeted
groups.

• Information would emerge that might not be revealed using other types of
research methods.

•

Feelings, perceptions, and ideas would be revealed to the interviewer
that might not come out in other types of research methodology.

•

Cost and time effectiveness .

9

Treatment of Data
Data collected by the focus group interview process has been presented in
chapter IV of this study. Data were collected by a three member committee which
was organized to identify the target groups, conducted the focus group interviews
and interpreted the data collected. The three member committee included Buck
Evans, Jerry Simon, and Jerry Migler.
Buck Evans is the program supervisor for secondary Trade, Industrial, Technical,
Technology, Health Occupations, Cosmetology, and Apprenticeship Education in
Washington State at the Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction. Buck has
been a classroom instructor, department head and worked with instructors,
vocational directors, and central office administrators in vocational education for
the past four years.
Dr. Jerry Simon is a superintendent in Eastern Washington who received his
Doctor of Philosophy Degree from the University of Minnesota. Jerry worked as a
supervisor at the Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction in Vocational Fiscal
Data and Reporting.
Jerry Migler was working as research analyst as part of his Doctor of Philosophy
Degree at the University of Minnesota. Jerry was experienced in both qualitative
and quantitative research methodologies. Jerry has published and presented
studies at regional and national conferences.
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CHAPTER IV
RESULTS OF THE STUDY
Information presented in the following pages has been organized in two
parts to provide a summary of responses obtained from the focus groups
i nte rvi ewed:
Part I
•

Occupational Skills Center Graduates

•

Employers of Occupational Skills Center Graduates

Part II
•

Comprehensive High School Vocational Education Graduates

•

Employers of Comprehensive High School Vocational Education
Graduates

11

RESULTS OF THE STUDY
PART I
•

Occupational Skills Center Graduates Focus Group
Questions and Responses

•

Employers of Occupational Skills Center Graduates Focus
Group Questions and Responses

( ------
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Occupational Skills Center Graduates
Focus Group
Questions and Responses
Research questions directed at determining former student perceptions of
programs at the occupational skills centers (OSC) were as follows:
1.

What factors prompted students to enroll in occupational skills center
programs?

2.

What effect did attending occupational skills center programs have on
students' abilities to meet high school graduation requirements?

3.

What kinds of things did students like most about their occupational skills
center programs?

4.

What kinds of things did students dislike about their occupational skills
center programs?

5.

From the perspective of former students, how did classes at occupational
skills centers compare to other high school courses?
·

6.

How well did occupational skills center programs prepare students for work?

7.

What impressions did students have of the equipment used in their
occupational skills center programs?

8.

What impressions did students have regarding cooperative education
programs at the occupational skills centers?

8.

\n1 ,1ac 1mpress10ns dici students have regarding vocational student

organizations offered in conjunction with their occupational skills center
programs?

13
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Delineated below are the research questions asked of the occupational
skills center graduates and their corresponding responses taken from tape
recorded transcripts.

RESEARCH QUESTION 1

What factors prompted students to enroll in occupational skills
center programs?
RESPONSES

TO LEARN OCCUPATIONAL SKILLS
Perhaps not surprisingly, the primary reason former students in these focus
groups enrolled in programs at the occupational skills center was to learn skills or
gain experiences in a specific field or occupation. Some typical comments
illustrating this point are indicated below:
I wanted to get Into the medical field somewhere and wasn't sure where, and
I saw this as an opportunity to see what was out there. Plus It I decided to
go on to school, I had some knowledge of what I was doing and, you know,

I'd have a little bit of a head start going In from what we learned here.
I basically started because I've been around cars all my lite and I knew the
best way to deal with a car in any situation Is hands-on. I mean there's

always little tricks of the trade and everything else, and I figured being as
that's where It was, that's probably what I'd end up being, end up doing.

INFLUENCE OF FAMILY OR FRIENDS'
Some students were influenced to attend an occupational skills center by
family members or friends. Some responses reflecting this perspective are
indicated below:
I had friends who had gone through It and recommended It to me. I didn't
see myself coming off to tour-year school. I saw vocational as what I wanted
to do, and It gave me the opportunity to see what It was like.

My brother took It (vocational program) when he was In high school, and I
didn't have a real hard schedule through two years of high school and I
basically took It just to find out what It was all about.

OTHER ISSUES RELATED TO STUDENT ENROLLMENT DECISIONS
In addition to asking former students to comment on their reasons for
enrolling in vocational programs at the occupational skills centers, questions were
also posed regarding where students got information about skills center programs,
what they heard regarding the reputation of the skills center, and what others
(friends, parents, etc.) had said about students' decisions to attend the skills center.
(
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Students got information about skills center programs in a variety of ways.
Several students noted that they learned about the programs from skills center
presentations that were given in their home schools. Others noted they first heard
about these programs from family members and friends. To a lesser degree, some .
students indicated they learned about the skills center programs from their school
counselors. One student made a special effort to get permission from his home
school teachers so he could go to the skills center to get information about a certain
program and to gain first hand knowledge of what students actually did in the
program.
Reputation of the Skills Centers
When asked about the reputation of the skills centers at the time they were
high school students, the responses generally fell into two categories. While many
noted that they thought the reputation of the skills centers in their home high
schools was good, similar numbers of respondents indicated many students
perceived the skills centers as being a place to go for easy classes or grades.
Some comments reflecting this perception are presented below:
I know a lot ot people questioned me because they considered that I would

(

take college prep classes and this was the easy way out, so to speak. In my
high school, at least, . . . (the feeling was) you're getting out of the tough
college prep classes and you're going to (the skills center). You're getting a
break. You're not having to take three classes. You only have to take one
class. And so, I think that scared away a lot of people. I came out here and
actually talked to the instructors and found that just as much effon would be
put into these classes as any of the classes in my home high school.
There was also another side to It.
credits.

A tot of students thought It was easy

What others said about student decisions
to attend skills center programs
These former students felt that their friends and parents were generally
supportive of their decisions to attend the skills centers. Several commented that
their parents were very pleased with their decisions to attend the skills centers.
Some responses indicating parental support are presented below:
My parents thought it was great.
My parents were happy about It. They figured it's a good learning toot, you'll
always have. Even If you don't use it in your job situation, you can always
use the knowledge.

RESEARCH QUESTION 2

What effect did attending occupational skills center programs
have on student's abilities to meet high school graduation
requirements?

15

RESPONSES
None of the focus group participants indicated that their decision to enroll in
skills center programs had caused them difficulties in meeting high school
graduation course and/or credit requirements. The only problem noted was that
enrollment in the skills center programs sometimes prevented students from
participation in, or becoming aware of, certain events at their home high schools.

RESEARCH QUESTION 3

What kinds of things did students like most about their
occupational skms center programs?
RESPONSES
A variety of replies was generated in response to this question. Of these, the
most common dealt with the desire to engage in hands-on activities, the quality of
the teachers, the atmosphere of the classes, and the opportunity to learn
occupational skills. These themes are discussed in more detail in the following
sections.
HANDS-ON ACTIVITIES
A number of students noted they enjoyed learning when they actually had the
chance to perform or do an exercise or activity. They felt this aspect of the skills
center programs was one of the things that made these classes more enjoyable
than other classes they had taken. Some of their comments included the following:
In commercial foods we ran a restaurant . . . It was like actually being out on a
job. We had dining room and kitchen experience, so you had to perform.

I was In fashion merchandising . . . and actually, It was a lot of tun. We
ou":-:l?ased c.lathes, we wore clothes, and we modeled clothes. We went on
field trips to learn about clothes .

TEACHERS
Other former students commented they liked their skills center classes
because of the teachers. They felt that the instructors cared about them and treated
them more like adults and individuals. They also respected their instructors
because they were very knowledgeable about their occupational fields and were
generally very good teachers. Selected statements reflecting this theme include
the following:
I think one of the key things was the Instructor. She was an excellent
Instructor and gave us the ability to . . . we learned to look tor the answer
ourselves before going directly to the Instructor . . .
We had two teachers because we had four kinds of different areas In our
program. Both of them would stay after school with us for as long as we
needed, even If we just wanted to talk to them about anything. They were

16

just real; they just, again, treated us /Ike an adult. They knew we were there
to learn and that just was really a boost. You just dldn 't tee/ like the teachers
are just stone . . . . They're real Interested In your future, too.

ATMOSPHERE OF CLASSES
The atmosphere of the classes is related to the other themes discussed in
this section, but former students often commented that the atmosphere of their skills
center classes was something that they really enjoyed. Again, they n9ted that they
were treated like adults and individuals. They also felt they could work at their own
pace in these classes rather than being forced to work at the same rate as the rest
of the class. Students also liked these classes because they weren't as formal as
other high school classes. They could talk to each other about class activities or
sometimes work together on class or group projects. Several respondents
commented they thought the classes were enjoyable because students really
wanted to be there. Some typical responses illustrating these points included the
following:
We had a good time and most people got along, you know, Instead ot being .
. . stuck In history class, where everybody has to be there. Here you're with
people who want to be In the class, just like you did, and wanted to learn.
The same thing Is you felt very comfortable here, that everybody else
wanted to be here, and the way It was structured. The class was structured
as It you were actually In the business environment. What you ended up
doing Is looking for the answers yourself or going to technlcally, your tel/ow
classmates, or your fellow employees, and working as a team on certain
projects and things /Ike that. Then, at the last minute when you got stuck,
you would go to the Instructor, and the Instructor would give you a hint and
direct you a new way on how to figure It out, how to work together as a team
as If you were actually out by yourself.
I guess the thing I liked about It was you could excel at your own pace and

the Instructor was very knowledgeable on what he needed to know and what
we needed to know.
I'd agree with the comment made earlier that they made you feel like an
adult, they let you do your own thing . . . .

OPPORTUNITY TO LEARN BASIC OCCUPATION SKILLS
Other former students liked their skills center courses because they saw
them as a means for obtaining occupational skills that would be useful to them after
they graduated from high school. Some statements reflecting this point of view
include the following:
I was In the visual communications class and In my senior year, I went back
and specialized In TV productions. At the time I really was Interested In TV
and had other outlets besides this, I just thought this really fit In good with
my Interests at the time. and I also wanted to focus more on a vocation
Instead of going all day to the high school. What I really 1/ked was It was very

professional. They really prepared you for the job market and the
equipment, you know, they just really . . . (are) professional. I was
Impressed by that.

17

I went through the dental assisting program In '84 and '85, and what I liked
the most about It Is . . • It gave you the basics, . . . It gave you a taste, a
flavor of what was out there In dental assisting and got you In an office. For
me, It helped to determine where I wanted to be In the health care field. I
just wasn't sure where, so It helped me get my foot In the door and see
what's out there.

RESEARCH QUESTION 4

What kinds of things did students dislike about their occupational
skills center programs?
RESPONSES
These two groups of students had very little to say regarding things they
disliked about their vocational programs at the skills center. In fact, it was difficult to
obtain students responses to this question. The only concerns that surfaced were
that one respondent felt it was sometimes difficult to get teacher help in some of the
lab classes because they were busy helping other students. Another student
thought it would have been helpful if more technical concepts could have been
covered in his classes.

RESEARCH QUESTION 5

From the perspective of former students. how did classes at
occupational skills centers compare to other high school courses?
RESPONSES
Students were asked to compare their skills center classes to their required
high school courses. Within this context, students were asked to comment
specifically in terms of teachers, course expectations, teaching methods, and
classroom atmosphere. This section documents the findings obtained from this
sanes of quss1ions.

TEACHERS
Generally, former students felt that their skills center instructors tended to
care more about them than did the teachers of their required courses at their home
high schools. These former students thought their skills center instructors treated
them more like adults and knew them better than did teachers from their home high
school. The following are typical comments:
One of the things I always remember Is here you can address teachers by
their first name and they preferred that. They were friends or just like fellow
employees and they cared about you. It seemed to come cross they weren't
Mr. or Mrs. So and So.
They were actually somebody who cared, who was
an Individual and, you know, actually were there. I guess when I was In high
school I thought teachers, you know, go home and plug themselves In or
something. they 're just robots. They're not, they don't care about, you
know, they come to class, they teach your work, and you know.
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And I think, too, Just the Interaction with the teachers here Is Just a lot more
quality time, and quantity, too.

I was pretty happy with mine (vocational Instructors).

Both the teachers I had
were In the field they were teaching, and /Ike he said, they knew what was
going to be going on, what you're going to go through after you got out of
school. As far as them compared to high school teachers I had, they (other
high school teachers) were always breathing down your neck (you know). In
high school, I mean they were on top of you and you're doing this wrong,
doing that wrong. They (vocational teachers) pretty much say, went up to
you and helped you and coached you real well. They were ·more friends than
teachers to me, at least In my class they were.

Several students indicated that the industry experience their skills center
instructors received was the reason the course was of such high quality when
compared to other high school courses. Two responses that reflected this thinking
include the following:
I think because of the (vocational) teachers' experience you're getting more
of an education with them than you are (in other courses) because the
(other) teachers went to school to be teachers and that's what they do. Like
our Instructor worked for years as an RN. She was In hospitals, she was In
offices, and so she had the experience to teach us . . . It wasn't out of a
book.
They (two Instructors) had just come from the business environment and so
they knew what was going on out there. I think that's a key aspect . . . they
actually knew what was going on. It wasn't all out of a book.

(

COURSE EXPECTATIONS
The question regarding course expectations basically focused on the rigor of
skills center courses when compared to other high school courses. Mixed
responses were obtained from these groups of former students. Most of the
students who responded to this question thought their skills center courses were
more demanding. '-lowe'!0r, 2. few felt ths:' were easier because students didn't
have to put much effort into some classes if they didn't want to and could get an
easy credit. Even some of those that felt the expectations were high said that some
of the students in their classes were there for an easy credit. The main point that
surfaced in the discussion was that most of the students in these classes wanted to
be there and wanted to learn, consequently, expectation levels were reasonably
high for those students who were serious about the program.
TEACHING METHODS
Students noted that the teaching method used in most of their other high
school classes was basically lecture and tests. In contrast, they liked the fact that
varied teaching methods were used in their skills center classes. Specifically, they
liked the ability to work at one's own pace, the opportunities to do realistic
experintal and hands-on activities, and also the opportunities to interact with other
students while working on individual and/or group projects and activities. It was
interesting to note the word "fun" was sometimes used to describe skills center
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courses. The following statements are reflective of students' views of the teaching
method used in skills center courses:
I know ours (skill center Instructor) didn't force feed us Information all the
time. They made us think. They made us come up with our own Ideas and
like we had a new show that had to put on a certain time every Friday and
Monday, and they didn't treat us like babies, you know. They had us, you
got to do this, this Is how we've done It, now you've got to do It. A lot of
teachers back at the home school just gave Information and just kind of
baby-sat us. You know, just force fed us ...
As far as relationship-wise, you got to work, It was the first opportunity to
work In a group of people, and so you learned a lot. You know, of how to
work with somebody where you're not competing with somebody for a grade
I was In the welding program and I kind of enjoyed that kind of a classroom
atmosphere. It was more hands-on, and the teachers went to each Individual
student and helped ... (you) through problems and stuff /Ike that ...
My ski/ls center class was totally different because the program I was In was
an actual restaurant and wasn't even like (the regular high) school. We did
have Mondays as a school day where they taught . . . lecture. It was handson experience.

(

I think most instructors In the high school situation or even somewhat In the
college situation, they give you your work and that's what you have to do.
As tar as excelling anything past that, you go the same pace as the class. Up
here (at the ski/ls center), It's however fast you want to excel.

CLASS ATMOSPHERE

The biggest difference that students noted about classroom atmosphere
between skills center courses and other high school courses was most of the
students at the skills center were there because they wanted to be in those
programs. Therefore, these students were more committed to their classes and
were more wii11n1;, to learn ,:,an they rnlght have been in othei courses. Some
comments reflecting this belief include the following:
(We) wanted to learn and that made a difference.
We were here to learn what we came here to learn and It wasn't sitting In
history class with thirty other people and listening to the guy talk, and
leaving, and going to your next class. You know, we were serious about It
and we learned.

RESEARCH QUESTION 6

How well did occupational skills center programs prepare
students for work?
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RESPONSES
In regard to students' perceptions of how well they were prepared for work,
they were asked two questions. The first question asked students how well they
were trained in specific occupational skills, namely, those skills needed solely in a
particular occupation. The second question asked students their opinions of how
well they were trained in general occupational skills, which are skills needed in any
type of occupation, such as communication skills, interpersonal skills, job-seeking
skills, etc. In addition, one group of students was asked to identify the one thing
that they thought was the most valuable skill they learned in their program.

PREPARATION IN SPECIFIC OCCUPATIONAL SKILLS
Overwhelmingly, former students thought the skills centers had done a very
good job of preparing them with the technical skills they needed to enter an
occupation directly related to their program area. Although several students
indicated there were some areas in which they wished they had received more
instruction, everyone felt that they had at least received the basics and in many
cases, quite a bit more. No dissatisfaction was expressed with the level of
technical training received at the skills centers. The following comments illustrate
these perceptions:
Well, I started working tor (a company). I was a plastic mechanic, I worked
with graphite epoxy material such as fiberglass . . . .
. .. I excelled more
than the people that . . . were currently working there.
I found out In my work I excelled a lot taster than the people who hadn't
been through the class before, as far as being on the cash register Itself and
deallng with money and with the different clothes and fabrics. Customers
would ask questions and stuff, I knew the answers more than anybody else
did.

As far as my class went, they went pretty lndepth on every aspect of
w.:,lc!'N· . . . and the sher, ! work at now, I couldn't really say If I excel fast or
slow i:lecause most of the guys ; work with, they're in their thirties to fifties,
so, but It did help out with what I was doing. Now I'm Into more special/zed
metals.
Some of them we never even touched up there . . . but I knew the
basics really well, so I felt I did pretty good.
Every Job I've worked at, two temporary places and right now I'm permanent.
All three places used the exact same equipment I used at (the ski/ls center),
same tablet, same model CAD system. When I was working right out of high
school, It was just /Ike being in high school pretty much, only difference was
In, you know, the business community had a more updated version of Auto
CAD , but stlll It's not that much different.

PREPARATION IN GENERAL WORK SKILLS
Students seemed to feel that the skills centers had done a reasonably good
job in preparing them in the area of general work skills. However, their responses
to this question were limited when compared to the responses they gave regarding
specific technical skills. Most of the responses centered on the preparation of
resumes and preparing for job interviews. It was evident that some programs had
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devoted more time to such skills than did others, based on comments from the
student groups. Although it was obvious that these variations existed, none of the
students indicated they were dissatisfied with their preparation in this area. Some
comments illustrating these points include the following:
Ours (program) was excellent In that. Towards the end of our senior year we
spent a lot of time on resumes and had to go to an Interview and how to just
come across as someone they'd want to hire, and really gave us a lot of
Information, gave us packets and leaflets to take home to read and after
discussing It with us.
·
Actually the only thing I ever did was fill out a resume.

MOST VALUABLE THING LEARNED IN SKILLS CENTER PROGRAM
While several students indicated the most valuable thing they learned was
basic technical skills for a specific occupation, a similar number of students thought
learning such skills as responsibility and the ability to set one's own schedule or
pace were the most important things gained from their programs. One student
thought that the job-seeking skills were the most valuable thing learned, while still
another mentioned the chance to explore a career without committing oneself to it.
No clear cut themes emerged from this question since it was only asked of one
group. The interesting point that emerges here is these programs are teaching
other skills which are considered by some to be more valuable than specific
technical skills. Some of the comments illustrating these various points of view
include the following:
Gave me direction ancfrhe basics; the basics I needed to know to make that
decision what I really wanted to do.
Responslblllty . . . you weren't baby-sat, but you were expected to show up
for class, do your work, go to your job, do the best you can, but you weren't,
they weren't standing at the door saying you're five minutes late, you need a
letter from your mom, you know, where have you been, what's going on.
Went back to treating you like an adult and when you're in high school It's
very Important. A way tor you to learn, you don't learn responslblllty by
being told what you need to, you know by being ordered around.

I would say tor me ft was the Interviewing skllls and the resume and fllllng out
the appllcatlon would be what I learned, especially basically switching field
from going from computer science to electronics. I think that's the main
thing that would carry on.
Mine was the direction It gave me as to what I wanted to do, even ff I didn't
like It, then that would probably be best knowing this Isn't what I wanted,
Instead of finding out later . . .

In a related question, students were asked how well their expectations were
met by the occupational skills center programs. Those students who responded
indicated that they were very satisfied with the education and training they had
received. Below are several responses to the question of how well expectations
were met:
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They met every expectation I had. They're pretty good about everything.
One thing they helped me with Is I'm not very good around people I don't
deal with people very well, and up there I was dealing with some of the
customers that would come In, new kids that were coming In, and you had to
show them, like their second year we had to show them a few things that
they had to know before they could actually start working, and that helped a
Jot when I started working at this shop because you know you get these guys
that have been there tor years and they, ah, a new peon, you know. I mean
you get razzed a lot In a welding shop, so, yeah, It helped out quite a bit.
Real well. I was real pleased with everything about It.
could go out and get a job . . .

I got confidence that I

I think It exceeded my expectations. I came here just to learn data
processing but, you know, I guess I made a Jot of friendships and really came
away with a good feeling and really enjoyed going here and . . . (recommend
It), highly so.

RESEARCH QUESTION 7

What was your Impression of the equipment?
RESPONSES
Students generally felt that the equipment they used in their programs was
satisfactory. Although some students felt that equipment could have been
improved, no major concerns were expressed about the quality. However, it must
be remembered that the status of equipment has most likely changed, possibly
better or possibly worse, during the two to six years that have elapsed since these
students were in the skills centers. Some of the typical comments about equipment
include the following:
I was just going to say the equipment was pretty good.
We had a brand new store. They had the cash register, they bought all the
ta(;:.:s. 'i:,i& we;n an~ purchased cJothes, actually sold them to the publlc, well
to (skills center) students . . .
I was really surprised when the IBM PC first came out. We got them right
away and I think we were on line taster than the community college over
there and they just, they snapped to It and they knew that was the way of the
future and they got them, and then they've just progressed with them. They
realize those things are needed and they're willing to spend the money to
get them.

Oh, we just had like a basic exam room set up, you know, that could apply to
any doctor's office. They're all pretty much the same. But most of the
equipment that we used In our office like the EKG machine and the x-ray
machine, you know, those things are expensive.
They couldn't expect to
have them here, so that would be something you'd have to learn later, but
you know as far as what supplies and things like that, she (the Instructor)
was pretty current.
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RESEARCH QUESTION 8

What was your impression of the cooperative education programs?

RESPONSES
Five participants in the focus groups had actually participated in cooperative
education programs as a part of their skills center program. Of these five people,
three thought it was a worthwhile experience and two didn't like it. The three that
liked the program thought it was worthwhile because they received real-life work
experiences as well as high school credit for a part-time job. Their comments
about cooperative education programs include the following:
I thought It was great because not only were you /earning In an actual office,
but you came back and we shared what we have learned with other students,
talked about any problems we had, and ft they had questions about what we
were doing. I think we learned quite a bit by going out of the classroom tor
the second quarter.
I got hired on at a company white I was stlll here In my senior year.

I liked
that part of It where I got one credit or two credits for a part-time job.

With the dental assisting program we ran, I remember a lot of people ran Into
problems.
They didn't get hands-on. There were In an office three days a
week for three hours standing there observing. And so for them, I don't
think any of those continued on either In dental assisting but there was
about four of us that actually got to do hands-on work white we were In the
office. And three of us I know stayed In dental assisting and we really liked
it. The other ones were bored out of their minds. They didn't do anything,
just stood there and watched. It was really not fruitful for them. They were
bored . . . I don't know how valuable (of an) experience It was for them, but
for me It was very good.

The students that did not enjoy the co-op experience stated that they didn't
iike ;.-,e e,<penence because they ended up doing what the other employees didn't
want to do. They didn't feel that they had been given the opportunities to actually
perform the skills for which they had been trained. Typical comments included the
following:
I didn't like It. Running the store, you've got to do a lot more. You learned
all the aspects. When you go to work for a clothing store (on the
cooperative program), you're a little peon running around. They want you to
hang things up. You pick this up. You do this. You don't do anything like
the job Is normally supposed to be done. And you do not get paid tor ft.
Or even the actual running of how to schedule people and stuff like that.
That's what I think we were supposed to do and what we ended up doing was
doing everything that nobody else wanted to do.

RESEARCH QUESTION 9

What was your impression of the student leadership organizations?
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RESPONSES
Both groups of students were asked their opinions of any vocational
students organizations that might have been affiliated with their skills center
programs. No responses were obtained, however, because none of the students
could recall belonging to such organizations while enrolled at the skills center.
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Employers of Occupational Skills Center Graduates
Focus Group
Questions and Responses
Research questions directed at determining employer perceptions of
programs at the occupational skills center were:
1.

What qualities do employers look for when hiring graduates/completers of
occupational skills center programs?

2.

What experiences have employers had when comparing employees who
have completed skills center programs to employees who have general
educational backgrounds (no high school vocational training)?

3.

What impressions do employers have of the quality of occupational skills
center programs?

4.

What opinions do employers have regarding business/industry partnerships
or involvement with occupational skills centers?

5.

What opinions do employers have regarding the need for basic skills
education versus secondary vocational education?
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RESEARCH QUESTION 1

What qualities do employers look for when hiring
graduates/completers of occupational skills center programs?
RESPONSES
Responses to this question generally did not focus on technical skills. There
appeared to be an assumption on the part of these employers that students who
had completed skills center programs had the necessary technical skills needed for
employment In their businesses. Based on comments obtained in other parts of the
focus group interview process, these employers indicated that the people they
hired from the skills centers were generally well qualified and trained in the area of
specific technical skills. A number of employers even noted when they needed
employees, they called instructors at the skills centers for help in getting good
people. The instructors generally responded by suggesting the names of some of
their better students. Consequently, these employers tended to focus more on
personal attributes when discussing this concern because the issue of having the
necessary technical skills had already been addressed.
Given this scenario, the qualities these employers stated that they looked for
were such things as motivation, commitment. personal hygiene and appearance,
honesty, flexibility, and professionalism. Some comments that reflected the
concern for these qualities include the following:
When we were deciding on hiring a person tor the position we had open . . . I
told her (the Instructor) we were a professional office. I don't want to see
anyone coming In jeans or not dressed professionally when they show up tor
their Interview and In tact when they come to work . . .
We look tor a girl that Is a giver because our hours are not just cut and dry.
You punch your clock and sit there all the time and you walk out. We can be
ready to go home and we get a call there's been an automoblle accident and
we"ve i;,·.;f ti guy with a bro1wi. Jav:. Sr, we find a girl that has a giving spirit ..
. flexibility, you know.
Well, In my field I need someone who Is coordinated. I need somebody who
Is presentable, honest, because I do a lot of work where It I have somebody
bad working tor me, they could take advantage of certain situations In
people's property and such. I need somebody, you know, who Is motivated
and wants to work and Is not afraid to work. I think that's about It.
What I look tor because I hire tor front or back of the house (restaurant), Is
basically tour things.
Their motivation, their commitment, their personal
hygiene, and appearance, and Is It going to be a career tor them or are you
just coming In to waste my time, you know, until you go to college or until
you go Into auto mechanics or whatever, be a rock star, or whatever your real
motivation Is ...

There was some concern expressed that the quality of people applying for
positions, as well as enrolling in some of the skills center programs, appeared to be
declining. Again, this quality concern seemed to be directed more at personal
characteristics than at technical skills. Several employers expressed sentiments
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that young people today appear to have less motivation, less commitment, and a
diminished work ethic when compared to young people of even five years ago.
Selected responses voicing this concern included the following:
And you know, coming back to like OSC kids. Up until tour-five years ago, I
had a real good success rate with them and up until three years ago, I
haven't been able to hire but one, I think ...
I've noticed a change Just In the last few years on the attitudes of the kids as
they come out of OSC. The last few years I've had one kid show up and
come In. The Instructor said I have a good kid down here and I'll send him
your way. You can lnteNlew him and see what you think. So he comes In
barefooted, Levi's and barefooted, and just kind of the attitude, like shrug
his shoulders and all, take me the way I am or you know, I don't want to work
here. I mean he didn't come prepared to be lnteN/ewed. He didn't come to
actually seek a job . . . . I've seen more of that In the last few years than
before.
The attitudes are not what they were when I was quite a bit younger. You
know, attitudes of the people are so critical that It you want a job, you come
and you present yourself the best way you can. You know, we're not always
seeing that. It's a disappointment.

These groups of employers did not have any ready suggestions for solving
attitude, work ethic, and other similar types of problems. They did not think these
problems were a result of the education students were receiving, but were instead
related to changes in the family and society in general. Although these problems
were not seen as being caused by the educational system, there was a feeling that
the education system, the skills centers included, would have to try to address them
because these problems were serious and warranted attention.

RESEARCH QUESTION 2

What experiences have employers had when comparing
en,,¢'1J.QYl'l~s who have completed skills center programs to employees

who 11,we generai eoucaHona! backgrounds fno high school

vocational training}?
RESPONSES

Not all employers were able to respond to this question because a number
did not hire high school graduates without vocational education. However, those
that did have experience with hiring both types of students indicated they had
noticed obvious differences between the two types of employees. While there were
some exceptions, these employers felt that skills center graduates had superior
skills in many areas. One obvious difference was in the area of technical skills.
Another difference that was mentioned was students from a skills center had
already made a decision to pursue a specific occupational program and,
consequently, were a step ahead of other students in their selection of a career or
occupation. Several employers noted that the skills center graduates performed
better in the job-seeking process, were often more productive, and exhibited better
attitudes. Selected responses illustrating these views include the following:
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I recently interviewed several people from the high schools and a person
from the occupational skills center. The comparison there Is so much
diversity, I wouldn't have hired any of them from the high school. I think the
sk/1/s center rounds them out, gives a better presentation. They know what
they want, they know what they're there for. Half the kids out of the high
school didn't know what they were there tor. They didn't know how to dress.
Some of them didn't even show up tor the Interview . . .
I found that they (DSC grads) are more teachable then some of the high
school kids . . . because they're already exerting some effort to go to the
OSC to be taught. And so I think the students by tar are better qualified
both In their attitude and productivity as compared to those who have not
had any experience..
The ones that have been screened out and sent to me from OSC are better
than someone coming out of high school. They have the basics anyway. rm
not saying a better person . . . (but) they have skills that a (regular) high
school kid wouldn't . . ..
The kids from the (OSC) do much better. I've done that too (hired high
school graduates with general education backgrounds).
I've brought In kids
{without vocational education) when I'm desperate, but over a year's time the
kids from (DSC) are still there and . . . (the others are) gone.

RESEARCH QUESTION 3

What impressions do employers have of the quality of
occupational skills center programs?
RESPONSES
To determine employer opinions of the quality of skills center programs,
these groups of employers were first asked for their overall impressions of program
quality, based either on their personal knowledge of the programs or on the
's1-':,··11e:•c"' 2rid abilltis2 c' ~rac'· •ates they had hired from the programs. They
were also asked what they thought of the equipment being used in skills centers
programs, as well as their impressions of the instructional staff at the skills centers.

IMPRESSIONS OF OVERALL PROGRAM QUALITY
The reputation of the occupational skills centers was very good according to
these groups of employers. The general quality of individual programs within the
institutions was also judged to be very good, although there were some areas in
which certain programs could be improved and strengthened. Based on the
responses received from this and other focus group questions, these employers
were generally pleased with the employees they were getting from the skills
centers as well as with the curriculum being taught in the programs. Some
comments received specifically in response to the question about occupational
skills center (OSC) program quality included the following:
I can only speak for my specialty field, but I feel It's a very superior program.
They have at this particular time some qualified leaders there who have the
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girls' Interest at heart and are wllllng to walk the extra mile to give them
Information. I also go to the school and lecture to the students and I am well
acquainted with their program. And a lot of the OSC girls have competed In
the Vocational Industrial Clubs of America (VICA) contests and have gone
Into high levels and competed nationally on It and have come out with
honors so that speaks very highly of the skills center . . . program.
The reputation of the OSC Is excellent.
respondents.)

(This comment was made by several

• • • I mean they're (the students) really sought after In the· carpentry trades,
machining, and stuff there. Almost all of these students have jobs before
they ever graduate.

While the employers rated program quality quite high, they also expressed a
concern that many people, especially students, view skills center programs as
"second-class schooling" because of their vocational education orientation.
Respondents felt that this type of attitude prevented some students from enrolling in
skills center programs. There was also a feeling among several of the employers
that during the past several years more students were enrolling in OSC programs
who really didn't care and were just looking for an easy grade or credit. Several
employers also expressed concern about the increasing number of special
education students in OSC programs. Some comments reflecting these concerns
included the following:
. . . When they first started (the OSC), there was a real stigma to It as far as,
hey, how come you're going to the osc. You know . . . you're looked down
upon.
(Stud1mts think that OSC programs and vocational education ls) second
class schoollng. I think that's what's promoted to them . . . vocatlon(al) ls
just second class compared to (the rest of) education . . .
It just hinders the whole program (when more special education students are
enrolled) . . .
_!~,1pr::r'i5t,'.)1\1S_ri::: l;QUIPMENT

USED IN OSC PROGRAMS

Employer impressions of the equipment being used in OSC programs were
varied. Some thought the equipment was excellent while others said that some of
the equipment used in the programs they were most familiar with was obsolete or
inadequate. Others noted a mix of both good and poor equipment in certain
programs. One employer mentioned that it was very difficult to keep up with current
equipment because the technology is changing so rapidly. Selected responses
illustrating these views were:
I work In a chemical environment, photography, llthography, and the
students that go through (these programs) are subjected to dark rooms with
no ventilation. Stench. This has been an ongoing thing for three years.
Nobody Is doing zip about it. When I can go up there (the OSC) and work
with the young men, trying to teach them how to print color and enlarger In a
dark room with ventilation and come out of there with the same cold that he
has after only a half hour In there and my clothes smell so much . . . (from
chemicals) that when I go home, my wife will say you've been In the darkroom
all day. That's the bad side of It. On the good side of It, they've had some
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MacIntosh computers In there now that they needed three or four years ago
and they're running their second season with them now . . .
There Is a printing press In the room that's been there for 19 years and It
cost $200 nineteen years ago. It hasn't been run for probably five or six
years because there aren't any parts available for ft.
I know the diesel shop, the diesel shop has equipment that a lot of business
owners would love to have, so they're using good stuff.

You know, It's kind of Interesting at the OSC. They've
and they've got the machine shop. The machine shop
with brand new equipment, ft Just blows you away.
. .
them (students) from the welding shop and they don't
shop. The welding shop got three new welders In last
allocated any money to fire (hook) them up so they've
the boxes for a year.

go( the welding shop
Is so over equipped
. Unfortunately, I get
support the welding
year but they never
been sitting there In

IMPRESSIONS OF INSTRUCTIONAL STAFF
Those employers who actually knew OSC instructors spoke quite favorably
about them, none of the employers in these focus groups had concerns about
instructors or instructional quality. A number of employers commented positively
about the fact that OSC instructors had actual business or industry experience.
Several comments about instructors are delineated below:

(

l think something that's really encouraging Is the teachers are people that
have been out there doing the work that they're (teaching).

I think they're (OSC Instructors) a cut above the normal high school teacher.
Maybe a couple, three cuts above.

RESEARCH QUESTION 4
What opinions do employers have regarding business/industry
""""r*11;,,rshi;,s _or Jnvolv~ml'lrit w!tt:Loccupational skins centers?
RESPONSES
These employers felt that it was very important for business and industry to
support programs at the occupational skills centers. In fact, several felt they had a
responsibility as a business person to find out what they could do to help and
approached the skills centers to offer their assistance and input. It was quite
evident that many employers in these groups were already actively involved in
working with the skills centers, and a number of them were on program advisory
committees also.
The most common method of involvement was participation in internship
programs where OSC students actually worked on-site in a business or industry in
order to get real-life work experience. Typically, it appeared that a student's
involvement in this program counted for credit in an OSC program or even high
school credit. Some employers paid students during their internships, others did
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not. Employers felt that these experiences were quite valuable because they
helped students to see what the real world was like. The internships also gave
these businesses exposure to potential employees. Employers felt these programs
needed to be continued and perhaps even expanded. Some thoughts about
internships include the following:
We have an Intern program and I'd just as soon that all of the classes had
that ...
They grow up (during Internships). I see a change In these kids. It's just
miraculous . . .
You can just see the flip side of being a student versus
being an employee even though they're not getting paid.
This Is the first year we have been Involved with the OSC and so we started
with the Internship (program) to baslcally find out what the OSC Is all about
because we really didn't know what they had to offer . . . . It's been a real
plus for us. We appreciate the fact that we are able to draw on them. As a
matter of fact, our company Is looking at expanding more of this type of
Internship . . . .

A number of employers indicated another method of involvement they had
with the OSCs was serving on advisory committees. While they found these
experiences to be rewarding, several expressed their frustration with the difficulty in
getting more active industry participation in these committees.
While not discussed in great detail, several employers suggested that
linkages between business and skills centers programs might be best
accomplished through the OSC teachers. It seemed these employers preferred
talking directly to the teacher rather than going through a school administrator or
representative. Perhaps, most importantly, they felt that these linkages would be
more likely to occur if the instructor took the initiative to contact them rather than
waiting for them to contact the school or instructor.

RESEARCH QUESTION 5

What opinions do employers have regarding the need for basic

skills education versus secondary vocational education?
RESPONSES
Participants were asked for their responses to the following statement:
"Many employers in the country have said what they really want the schools to
teach are the basic skills and they (business and industry) will provide the skills
training these people need when they become employees." These employers
generally felt that the basic skills were important and needed to be taught. Some
also suggested that the personal characteristics (attitude, work ethic, etc.) identified
earlier in the findings were equally important. However, the bottom line was these
employers wanted to see both the basic skills and vocational education taught in
the schools. The response which perhaps best summarized this feeling is
indicated below:

'(
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If I had a choice of student that I was going to hire, one that had just basic
education versus (one with) basic education and vocational training, I would
hire the person that has had the vocational training.

(
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RESULTS OF THE STUDY
PART II
•

Comprehensive High School Vocational Education
Graduates Focus Group Questions and Responses

•

Employers of Comprehensive High School Vocational
Education Graduates Focus Group Questions and
Responses
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Comprehensive High School Vocational Education Graduates
Focus Group
Questions and Responses
Research questions directed at determining former student perceptions of
vocational education in comprehensive high schools were:
1.

What factors prompted students to enroll in vocational education programs?

2.

What kinds of things did students like most about their vocational education
programs?

3.

What kinds of things did students dislike most about their vocational
education programs?

4.

From the perspective of former students, how did vocational education
classes compare to required academic high school courses?

5.

How well did vocational education classes and programs prepare students
for work?

6.

What impressions did students have of the equipment used in their
vocational education classes?

7.

What impressions did students have regarding cooperative education
programs affiliated with their vocational education classes or programs?

8.

What impressions did students have regarding vocational student
organizations offered in conjunction with their vocational education classes
or programs?

9.

What would former students recommend or suggest to improve high school
vocational education classes and programs?
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RESEARCH QUESTION 1

(

What factors prompted students to enroll in vocational education
programs?
RESPONSES
The reason students gave for enrolling in vocational programs in
comprehensive high schools were the same responses students gave for enrolling
in programs in vocational skills centers. The most commonly cited reason was to
gain the experiences and skills needed so they could enter a specific job or
occupation during high school or upon graduation from high school. Typical
comments reflecting this factor included the following:
I went Into agriculture because that's what I wanted to do with my life after

high school . . . .
We were signing up tor classes and a friend of mine said If you take DECA,
they'll help you get a job In high school as part of the class, and so that's
why I did It Is because I wanted to work.
For me, It was I knew I wanted to go In the business field. I wasn't sure what I
wanted to do, and that was the class to take to prepare you tor It.
Ever since I thought seriously about getting a job, I thought, well, I'll be a
secretary . . . . I thought this would be a good opportunity first of all to work
In a secretarial position and find out If I 1/ked It or If I could do It.
In my junior year I realized what am I going to do when I get out of school? I
didn't have the grades to go to college, so I needed something to fall back
on so I took a carpentry class, actually I took a building trades class first . .
and that's mainly just the reason I went to that class.

Another common reply to this question was that students took vocational
courses because they had heard from other students, friends, or family members
tne cou!'ses were rnn or interesting. Severai students noted they had been
recruited by vocational teachers. Two or three students enrolled primarily to
participate in vocational student organizations (Future Business Leaders of
America [FBLA], Distributive Education Clubs of America [DECA], Future Farmers of
America [FFA], Future Homemakers of America/Home Economics Related
Occupations [FHNHERO], Vocational Industrial Clubs of America [VICA]) activities.
Some students took vocational courses to fill up class schedules because they
couldn't really find anything else that interested them or because there weren't
many electives available in their schools. A couple of students indicated they
enrolled because they had heard that vocational classes were easy credits.
Finally, one student took a vocational course because it was cross-credited to meet
the science credits needed for graduation.
Students were also queried about where they got their information about
vocational education classes. Friends and family members were cited as sources
of information as were the course scheduling booklets. The teachers of vocational
programs were also credited with providing information to students. Others
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mentioned presentations about careers and/or vocational programs and other
elective classes that were periodically given in their schools. Several students
had gone to their school counselors to get information about the courses. As noted
previously, based on the comments received from these students, no one source
emerged as the overriding reason students decided to enroll in a vocational
course. Some comments which were received in response to this question
included the following:
Well, I think It (Information) got around basically by word of mouth through
other students . . . .
We had booklets and It told what each course was about.
friends and counselors.

You'd ask your

Once In a while they would have somebody come around.
called career seminars . . .

They have so-

Everybody talked to the teachers . . . and they're the ones that helped me.
Counselors were usually on top of It at our school. In fact that's how I heard
about them. We had an assembly. It was right before you were to pick your
classes, and they had mentioned that they were talking about different
classes, and that's one of them that they mentioned.

RESEARCH QUESTION 2

What kinds of things did students like most about their
vocational education programs?
RESPONSES
Students had no difficulties in citing examples of things that they liked or
enjoyed in their vocational education classes. One response that emerged
repeatedly was the "hands-on" activities they experienced. Some typical
comments inc!udec':
You get that hands-on type experience whereas In some other classes
you're just sitting there at a desk, looking at a book, taking notes, and that's
about It, whereas In my situation . . . you have to actually do the stuff that
you were being taught to do . . ..
Mine was the hands-on.
was really neat for me.

We went to daycares three times a week and that

We had a class that was a mock office and we got to do certain jobs, a
receptionist and an accountant, and a shipping clerk, and all different kinds
of things, and that was a good class because It gave us hands-on experience
of what was actually happening In those jobs . . . .

Another aspect of vocational education courses that students liked was the
atmosphere in the class. Students noted that they felt more comfortable in their
vocational courses than they did in their other high school classes. They felt that
they got to know students and teachers better in these courses, due to the types of
activities they did in class, such as small group and team projects. Students
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commented they felt they were treated like adults in their vocational courses.
Students also felt that the class atmosphere was enhanced because students
could often work at their own pace. Some responses that reflected student
thoughts about course atmosphere included the following:
I think the thing I liked best was the people I was In class with. They were all
there for the same reason I was there, and we all kind of had the same goal
and we all had the same Interest ... I became friends with them all, and so
the quality of the people I think was the best part.

I think It was almost a club atmosphere ...
I thought It was nice that I felt comfortable enough with the teacher that I
knew they could help me ... (If) I was having a problem ...

They kind of treated you like employees . . . not just like teacher-pupll(s).

Teachers were often mentioned as one of the things that students liked
about their vocational classes. Students felt that they got to know their vocational
teachers much betterthan other teachers in tile school and lhaltheir vocational
teachers were more like friends than teachers. Typical statements about teachers
included the following:
To me It has to be the Instructor. She's stl/1 a personal friend and we see
each other all the time ... she's just a great Influence on my life.

(

I think the teachers were (the thing I liked) . . . because If you had a problem
. . . they were more your friend ....

Mine would have to be my Instructor. He just really made the whole class
and really prepared us for the business world.

In addition, vocational courses were liked because students considered
them to be relevant and interesting, they felt the things they were learning had
value and would be applicable in their fives. Others noted they liked their
vocatior,ci1 classes simply because they wern interested in the kinds of things that
they did in class. Some comments reflecting these themes included the following:
I liked It because I was trained for something I liked to do . . .
It because that was what I wanted to do.

I signed up for

The thing I enjoyed from (vocational) classes I took was It allowed me to do
something I really enjoyed doing . . . .
To me, It was realistic. . . . We had outside jobs come In, print shops jobs,
and It was like the real world. I mean, If you used the wrong color paper, you
stayed after and you reprinted the whole darn thing.
. .. you had
businesses and they're paying for that work and they expected a letterperfect, top-quality job just like they'd buy In a print shop, and that's what
we were expected to put out, and so It was real. I mean It was stressful at
times. . .. So It was real ... that's what I really liked.
I liked the environment of the horticulture class, being In the greenhouse
and the smells and the flowers and I also liked the fact that It was Introducing
you to something that I enjoyed . . .
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RESEARCH QUESTION 3

What kinds of things did students dislike most about their
vocational education programs?
RESPONSES
The things that students disliked most about their vocational education
programs generally fell into three main categories: 1) students in vocational
courses who didn't want to be there, 2) poor teachers, and 3) the perception that
vocational education was not as good as college prep classes.
Some students commented on their dislike of having students in their
vocational classes who didn't want to be there. They felt that these people made
the class less enjoyable for them and their teachers. Some suggested that there
should be a way of screening or keeping these students out of vocational classes.
Selected statements about this situation were:
(The thing I didn't like) was the uncontrollables . . . the kids that were just
out to get a teacher every class, every day, and there was really nothing the
teachers could do about It.
Get
one
offs
turn

rid of the screw offs. There's such an overload right now, just for my
teacher, and funding Is so small that she has to deal with more screw
than people that actually want to excel In the program, and I think that In
gives It a bad reputation . . . .

Several students noted that what they disliked were their instructors. Their
primary concern was that they didn't feel that these instructors were as qualified as
they should have been to teach the vocational courses in which they were enrolled.
Students in several groups felt that many of the academic teachers in their
c.J,.JOl0 h&:. & p;:. :.,; 0pii1:or: o'. '.'Ocational education. Students who had
experienced this attitude did not like the way these teachers devalued their
vocational education courses. Some comments reflecting this concern included
the following:
The regular teacher, like English and math, they didn't have a real high
opinion of metal shop because it was . . . where . . . people . . . got sent . . .
(who) didn't enjoy doing the reading and writing, and so all the other
teachers thought, well everybody up In metal shop are misfits. They (metal
shop students) don't like to learn our things (academics), so they're over
there, and that was kind of a bad thing because It wasn't like that. You
learned a lot. You learned skills . . . .
I was In the top five percent of our class, but I was the only one out of them
that didn't get Into the honor society because they, whoever they were,
decided that all the business classes I had taken didn't equal the higher
math or whatever the other people had taken.
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I know when I was In school the counselors always 1/ked to push us the other
way, towards the prerequisites tor college and everything and said, you
don't need an ag class . . . .

RESEARCH QUESTION 4

From the perspective of former students. how did vocational
education classes compare to required academic high school
courses?

RESPONSES
In an effort to determine how vocational courses compared to their academic
classes, several questions were asked of students regarding various aspects of
both types of courses. Specifically, students were asked to share their perceptions
about the overall atmosphere, teachers, teaching methods, and course
expectations. Although students had ready responses in these comparisons, many
noted the teacher was the biggest factor in each of these aspects, regardless of the
type of course. Interestingly, students from small schools didn't perceive as many
differences between the two types of classes as did students from larger schools.
Nevertheless, many differences were noted between the two categories of classes.
CLASS ATMOSPHERE
When students compared vocational courses to their required courses in this
aspect, the most common responses were that the vocational courses were more
fun, more relaxed, more positive, more active, more interesting, and more personal.
All in all, they simply enjoyed their vocational classes more. Another difference
noted by participants was students in the vocational classes usually wanted to be
there. They weren't taking the class because they were required to. This generally
meant that the students had better attitudes, which contributed to the attributes
previously noted. Some typical responses regarding class atmosphere included
the following:
I think mine was more of a relaxed atmosphere ... compared to (the required
classes), maybe the teachers made It more relaxed or (maybe It was) just the
way the course was structured. It was a more relaxed type atmosphere.
I'd say my Distributive Education Clubs of America (DECA) classes were
always busy. Everybody knew what they had to do and they always did It.
And so there was constant motion ...
I got kind of talked Into It and then I found out I enjoyed the freedom of the
classes so much that I kept taking one more quarter, one more ....

In our ag program, I mean It was fun. It was so much fun that everyone was
excited to learn and everybody came motivated and ready to go and ready to
go to work and It was just really personalized, I felt.
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TEACHERS
Overall, the major difference that former students noted in regard to teachers
was that they felt their vocational teachers cared more about them and knew them
better than the other teachers in the school. Some.attributed this to the fact that the
vocational classes were often smaller and that they often had more contact time
with the vocational teachers than with the other instructors. Examples were cited of
how vocational instructors spent extra time with students and treated them like
friends or adults. Some students also believed that their vocational il:1structors
were more interested in what they were teaching than were some of the instructors
of required courses. While it was noted that there were academic instructors who
also exhibited some of these same characteristics, participants perceived that their
vocational instructors demonstrated these traits more often than instructors who
were teaching required courses. Selected comments illustrating these perceptions
included the following:
I think my teacher was like a best friend. If you weren't screwing off or
anything like that and you did what. you were told to do, he would do just
about anything for you. You know, I'd do the same for him. I st/II talk with
him even after school . . . ·. He knew what he was doing, and I got along with
him real well. Most of his students did.
I think probably my favorite teacher was the one I took the office courses

(from). She's just like my mom, almost.
and a good teacher besides.

A really nice lady to get along with

I would say . . . that the regular subject teachers were there just to get the
student . . . get them their grade and get them out of there, and baslcally,
they're (students) just a name on a list, whereas (In) vocational education,
maybe they think of you more as a person than just a name and a grade and
that's It.
They (vocational teachers) seem to care about you, I mean, not just your job
or whatever, but your personal life. I mean, they related to you as a person,
not just a student.
At least my vocational teacher, I felt they were more of a family, you know.
You could go to them If you had a problem.
You could go and talk to them .
.
They seemed much more persona/. They seemed more Interested In you
as an Individual than you as a part of the class.
He'd put In extra time . . . . I remember one time before our first competition,
he scheduled times (to practice) at his home on the weekend .
Most of our (vocational Instructors) were pretty good. They'd spend a lot of
their extra time right after school or on weekends with you. I remember one
Instructor we had, I was raising pigs and there were two or three different
times I called him at one or two o'clock In the morning and he was right there
. . . when a teacher Is wllllng to do that, you know he's really there for the
kids.

TEACHING METHODS
Students noted major differences in the ways the two types of classes were
taught. They noted that their vocational classes had lots of hands-on activities and

41

other types of project work. They also believed that their vocational classes were
less structured and more self-paced than the required courses. Students often
commented that they worked in groups in their vocational classes. When
discussing the use of group activities and assignments, participants stated that
group or team work was rarely used in their required courses. They noted too there
was more participation and interaction between teachers and students in the
vocational classes. Another common theme that emerged during the discussion of
teaching methods was that vocational classes and teachers did a better job of
explaining why things had to be learned or why they were meaningful than did the
teachers of required courses. Even four or five years after they had graduated from
high school, some of these former students said that they still didn't know why they
had to learn some of the things in their required courses.
Three words could be used to describe students' perceptions of the teaching
methods used in their required courses: lectures, tests, and boring. This is not to
say that the vocational classes were always interesting. However, they were
generally considered to be more interesting than the required courses. When
students were asked what could be done to make their required a~ademic courses
more interesting and meaningful, they essentially recommended these classes
should adopt the kinds of teaching methods that were being used in vocational
education courses.
Some responses which reflected student perceptions about teaching
method comparisons included the following:
You know, It was nice . . . to be In a class where there was some Interaction
between the students and teacher In class discussions.
. . . I think It was a
more productive environment (than lecture classes).
In the required classes you took a lot of notes and you had to study those
notes after school and whenever you had time, but In your vocational
agriculture classes, say a student has a little difficulty trying to figure out a
different weld or something like that, weld upside down or whatever. If the
!nst·uc'o~ ,,,es tied up, somebody who was more advanced and knew how to
do this would kind of jump right in and help him out . . .

. . . In a regular class you'd sit there and get lectured to, and then you're
supposed to memorize It and spit It back out. You never really . . . see any
of that stuff In action. But If you go to your vocational education classes,
you're lectured about It for maybe two or three periods but then you actually
get to go out and do something and get to try your hand at It and see If you
can do It ....

COURSE EXPECTATIONS
The purpose of this question was to determine student perceptions of the
rigor and achievement standards they experienced in both vocational and required
courses. No consistent findings emerged in this area. Students noted there were
difficult and easy classes in both types of courses and much of the rigor and
standards depended on the instructor. Some respondents felt if students just
showed up, they could probably get by in most classes, both vocational and
required. Students acknowledged that many of the vocational courses were
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considered to be easy credits in their schools, even though many students stated
that their vocational classes were among the more challenging courses they had
taken. Students noted that their perceptions may be tied to the fact that most
students take vocational classes because they like them or are interested in them.
Consequently, these courses may in fact be easier because students come to them
with better attitudes and in many cases, background knowledge about course
material, which makes mastering the course considerably easier. Nevertheless,
the perception that these courses are easier does exist and it was noted that many
students are taking vocational classes because they are considered to be easier.
Selected comments regarding the reputation of vocational courses as being easy
included the following:
Probably 70 percent of them wanted It, liked the (vocational) class. Then
there were the other ones that just, just (were) there tor the (easy) grade.
Several people said (the vocational course was a) "bonehead class."
take It and get an A, up your GPA.

Just

Baslcally what makes It (the vocational course) easy Is the Interest In the
courses.
I don't think It's so much that they're easy classes.

I think It's because we're
there because we wanted to be. And If you have an Interest In something, It
just seems easier because you're wanting to be there and you are Interested
In that area so you just naturally do It . . . you're doing tun stuff but actually
you are doing work.

If you enjoy something, It Is always going to be easier. It (the vocational
course) wasn't an easy A. We had really tough tests. (The Instructor) made
us really study hard. It you were In there just to get an A, you would not get
one, but I think It was easy because It was so tun. You really enjoyed It.

RESEARCH QUESTION 5

.!:low.JM~!LJ:!.id vo~,;1Ji.gna1 education classes and programs
prepare stuclem1s ror w.;rk',
RESPONSES
With the exception of only a few individuals, almost all of the respondents to
this question felt that they were adequately or well prepared in the technical skills
that they needed for entry into an occupation after high school graduation.
Students who went on to college and enrolled in a program of study related to their
high school vocational classes also indicated they had been well prepared with the
basic background needed for advanced study. In fact, some of these respondents
noted that some of their college classes often repeated some of the things they had
learned in their high school programs. Typical statements about the level of
preparation that students had received included the following:
(I was prepared} very well.

You had to know how to type, how to run the
computers. You couldn't go out Into the business world without It. I mean,
you had to know how to set up letters, everything. So we knew that when
we came out of high school, and that helped us a lot.
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I was very well prepared. Like I said, she (the Instructor) expected
perfection and when I went on to business college, I . . . was way above
those that were In there because of the training I had In high school. I was
way ahead In shorthand . . . and I was able to work a tittle bit for those
teachers on the side Just because I was that much ahead of the rest of the
people In the business college.
Bui/ding houses, I was prepared great.
myself If I needed to.

I mean I could have bu/It a house by

I know I definitely used all my ski/ls I learned In my business administration
(classes). I started In the credit department at (a company) and I went as far
as I could go there • • • .
It really prepared me but It was also my dedication to It. It can only prepare
you as much as you want to get out of It. I Just applied myself 110 percent
and when I got enrolled In VICA and I did so well In nationals, I mean It wrote
my ticket when I got back. When I got back . . . there were • . . six different
companies (that offered me jobs) . . .
When I started, three weeks aNer I
started, I was a foreman and that was right out of high school. So that I think
says a lot for the program.

In addition to the technical skills needed for a specific occupation or job,
some students also felt that they had received valuable training in such general
work skills as job-seeking, working with people, and work ethics and attitudes.
Most of these comments focused on interviewing and resume skills, however.
During the discussion of general kinds of work skills, a number of students
recommended that more emphasis needed to be placed on teaching these skills.
Typical comments about general work skills included the following:
The business classes . . . didn't Just teach you what to do on the Job. They
taught you how to get the Job, and that was a big part. Taught you how to do
resumes, follow-up.
We did Interviewing In class . . . . I think It taught me how to . . . dress,
cf<,al/;:g :vftl, iw:: public, working as a team . . . , (get along with) coworkers,
customer service, and so on. It really prepared me to go out there and get a
Job where I'd have to work • . . with people as part of a team.
People ski/ls. (The vocational program) gave me excellent people ski/ls.
When I started class, you couldn't get me to say two words, especially If I
didn't know you, and through my class I had to work with patients and I had
to get up In front of groups • . .
I was so shy, and It's really changed me a
lot. And I owe everything to that when It comes to talking, so It was a really
good class for that.
Half the project, like the cattle project, made me more responsible and
without the responslbllity I had I wouldn't be working where I do.
And public
speaking, if I couldn't talk to growers, to buyers in a grass market, I wouldn't
have my Job either or I wouldn't have eleven people working for me.
. .. I
attribute a lot of what I'm doing now because of the few things I learned In
my voe class.
I don't think they stressed It enough. I don't think that they teach kids that
you've got to get along with everybody and not Just be a bullheaded person
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In our program I think that really lacked.

We didn't even give that a thought

They didn't really teach us how to Interact with other people (and) about
everybody's little quirks. I'm a secretary . . . and you work with so many
different personalities, you have to just adjust to other people, so they
really didn't touch on that . . . . Punctuality they hit, only when we did that
job simulation . . . you had to call In to the teacher and say I'm going to miss
my job today, the school simulated job.
I think that's real Important because
one of the easiest ways to get fired Is to come In late five ·minutes every day

In their discussion regarding skills learned in their vocational programs,
students were asked to identify the most important skill or thing that they learned in
these classes. Interestingly, while some students identified specific technical skills
as being the most valuable aspect of their vocational programs, most students
thought that the most beneficial things they gained from their programs were
common sense, self-confidence, the ability to communicate, leadership, the ability
to work with other people, and responsibility. Some comments regarding the mosl
valuable things learned included the following:
I think It helped me to become more responsible In some of the actions that I
take as far as being an adult. Helps you grow up quite a bit. Take on more
responslb/1/ty.

I think maybe a sense of responslb/1/ty . . . for example, showing animals at
the fair . . . they had to take care of these animals. They had to feed them.
They had to make sure the animals weren't Ill or anything like that . . .

The most valuable thing It gave to me was a little confidence In myself, the
ablllty to put something down on an application and sell my ski/ls.
I think one of the things I learned from my courses was basic common sense.
(The most valuable thing I learned was) . . . just trying to develop a basic
si,ap;'- approacl, tv t. prc,oiem, no ,natter w!iat the problem may be. Start with
a systematic approach, ask good questions . . . try to get as much
Information as you can before you actually try and get Into It. Always try and
have the same type of set-up (for probtem-sotvtng) no matter what the
problem may be . . . .

Team work . . . (you) have to work with people and be able to function as a
unit.
Mine (the most valuable thing) was more people ski/ls.
I have to say the computer, exposure to the computer.
I think In my vocational program, It's the diverse technical ski/ls that you
picked up.

The (most valuable) ski/ls that I got . . . from the vocational classes I took
were the technical ski/ls.
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RESEARCH QUESTION 6

(.

What Impressions did students have of the equipment used in
their vocational education classes?
RESPONSES
Student impressions of the equipment used in their vocational programs
were varied. As with many other aspects of high school vocational education
programs, the status of equipment varied between types of vocational programs
within schools as well as across school districts. Some noted equipment problems
such as obsolescence, poor maintenance, or insufficient quantities (especially with
computers). Others, however, expressed satisfaction with the equipment utilization
in their programs. Typical responses included the following:
We had one PC tor the whole school . . . .
Some of It was not up-to-date. We complained about that all the time. The
typewriters would stick when you pressed the keys and we complained about
that. Pretty much not up-to-date equipment • • . .
My business courses, the ten keys wouldn't work right, and the paper
wouldn't teed. The typewriters were old. It was the equipment In the
businesses courses that was bad.

It was outdated. The greenhouses needed rebuilding. There wasn't a whole
tot of equipment tor us to work with, you know, power toots or anything. I
remember the Instructor talking to me about how awful the budget was tor
vocational programs altogether.
I definitely know the metal shop was outdated. How could anybody learn?
They didn't even have a pair of micrometers In the class.
Typical comments about adequate or good equipment included:
.. tiiiak ,,:ju:pmen:- ii, our !:':islness espect of It, In the classrooms, is
excellent. I think the state has done well providing computers and programs
and printers and typewriters and all that. (However), In the ag part of It, It we
didn't have farmers dying and leaving money or memorials to our ag
department, we would be pretty poor on equipment.
I always thought we had fairly decent equipment. I mean some of It was old
but there wasn't really any new technology . . . .
We had pretty good equipment.
cutting back . . . .

But by about my senior year they'd started

We had pretty much top of the line equipment, too. We had all the chain
saws and climbing equipment, and we had a greenhouse for the horticulture
(classes) and a farm tor the animals. Just basically we had everything we
needed.
As tar as the offices classes went, I think we had real up-to-date material
(equipment) . . ..
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RESEARCH QUESTION 7

(

What impressions did students have regarding cooperative
education programs affiliated with their vocational education classes
or programs?
RESPONSES

Only a small number (approximately 10-15) of the students in these groups
had actually participated in cooperative work experience programs. These
students generally found the co-op programs to be beneficial, rewarding
experiences. They thought these programs gave them a good exposure to the real
work world and provided them with experiences that were helpful in getting their
first jobs. Several students commented that co-op programs weren't promoted very
well. Several others noted there were a few students in their schools who were
abusing the intent of the program by using it mainly to get out of school and not
primarily for the purpose of getting occupational experience. Some comments
regarding the benefits of these programs included the following:
My junior year I was In Distributive Education Clubs of America (DECA) and I
got a job at the mall at a company and that's how I kind of got started with
everything. And I like that. I did the books. I learned how to do the books,
and I was doing a lot of things like that and I became a nighttime manager . . .
I thought It was great. I wasn't In DECA but they arranged a special thing for
me. The last semester I went to school till one (o'clock) and then I went to
work and then I got credit for It . . . I was getting paid for It and credit (as
well), so it was great. I loved it.
I think they're (co-op programs) wonderful.

right now . . .

I guess I wouldn't be where I am
(If It hadn't been for the program) . . .

Some responses about the lack of publicity regarding co-op programs and
also students abuses of the programs included:
At our school It wasn't really known about. There were only, I was a senior
and this one other senior (In the co-op program) . . . .

I think (they should) just publicize ft. You know, go to the business classes.
• • • I didn't even know about It and I'd been In business classes for two and a
half years, and (It) was just like a fluke that I (found out) about ft.

I think It's a really smart program. Gives that real hands-on . . . and those
type of things, and I think ft needed to be, made sure that It's looked up
upon because, /Ike some kids I know, would get ft settled and then nobody
would check on them, so they'd be sleeping In or they wouldn't really be
working there some of that time. I think ft needs to be gone over what the
student Is learning and what they're getting out of It. But It was definitely
hands-on type of work.
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RESEARCH QUESTION 8

What impressions did students have regarding vocational
student organizations offered in conjunction with their vocational
education classes or programs?
RESPONSES
As a rough estimate, it appeared that at least half of the students attending
the focus groups had been members of vocational student organizations (DECA,
FBLA, VICA, FFA, FHNHERO). Their levels of participation were quite varied,
however. Some indicated they were members and that was about the extent of
their involvement; others had gone on to receive recognition in state and national
contests or had served as state or national leaders. These individuals noted their
participation in the organizations had touched them in very special ways and had
made memorable impacts on their lives. Perhaps not surprisingly, members with
high levels of involvement were the most enthusiastic about the organizations.
They felt the organizations had contributed greatly to their leadership,
communication, and people skills as well as to their levels of self-confidence and
poise. It appeared that some students remained in vocational education programs
because of the student organizations. Active members were definitely sold on the
vocational student organization concepts. Less active members thought the
student organizations were good or okay, but didn't speak of them with the fervor
that the active members did. Some typical comments from the active members
were:

(
The thing I learned from the Future Business Leaders of America Is the
publ/c Image and the speaking, the speaking things we had. I was In the
speaking competition, since then I've gone to a university and I've done
some recruiting for them now for the past three and a half years. And that
speaking and learning how to work with other people, such things, had
helped apply to my everyday life and my college experiences, different
activities.
At the time you're going through It, It seems a bit scary In the DECA
competitions and everything.
You work hard beforehand, kind of prepare
yourself, and once you've done It, whether you did good or bad, still felt
good about how hard you worked. At least I did, anyway . . . .
I can't say enough about (the FFA) . . . because I did everything.
. .. I know
people from all over the world actually because of FFA, people from
Scotland, and I traveled to Washington D.C. and saw President Reagan, and
had a lot of big time experiences and yet I have so many things that are
appllcable In the job market and In real fife and I can't say enough about It. It
was a motivating factor. When I went Into ag, I didn't want to give them my
five bucks ... (for dues). . .. I did a few things, showed up at the fairs, and
then I went to the state convention, and that was It. I was sold on It. And
then I set my goals and eventually accompllshed those In the organization . .
I couldn't steep at night some nights, (due to excitement of DECA contests).
I wanted to go to P.E., then to go to DECA to run the programs to see whose
team was making the most profit, and the challenge aspect that It was the
conferences and so on . • . When you go up there In front of thousands of
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people, you tee/ /Ike you've accompllshed, you've been narrowed down to
some of the top few In the state or the nation as tar as ski/ls. It's very
encouraging and motivating to me.

RESEARCH QUESTION 9

What would former students recommend or suggest to Improve
high school vocational educat;on classes and programs?
RESPONSES
Students essentially restated previous comments when responding to the
request for recommendations to improve programs. Some suggested that more
emphasis be placed on job-seeking, communications, and other general work
skills. Others suggested increased funding for equipment and supplies. However,
the majority of respondents recommended that the programs be better promoted,
efforts should be directed at making more students aware of available opportunities
and also at improving the image of vocational education. Selected comments
regarding program promotion included the following:
They should be emphasized more . . . . They don't emphasize them as much
as they do the required courses and we obviously gain so much more from
them.
Keeping them ls the most Important thing. Don't let them die out.
putting money Into them.
They're worthwhlle.

Keep

One thing, I think they don't push vocational. . .. they're (the schools)
telling you this Is what you've got to do to go to college. You've got to take
a foreign language, you've got to take this science, you've got to take a tot
of this to go to college, but they don't really tell you what It's /Ike to . . . go
Into a vocational job and I think It they could push the options tor students

i think tin1t some credibiiity needs to be changed a l!tt/;;, bit because It you
go to your counselor and you say I'm going Into this voe (class), they may
(say) . . . you're a good student . . . you can't do that, you have to go to
college.
. .. there's a stigma that needs to be overcome or put aside . . . .
Go down to the younger kids. Let them know what they can take Instead of
(waiting until) . . . they're a junior, (so they don't say) I didn't know I could
take that class. So I guess advertising, letting other people know what's
aval/able tor them to take In lower levels.
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Employers of Comprehensive High School Vocational Education
Graduates Focus Group
Questions and Responses
Research questions directed at determining employer perceptions of
vocational education programs and classes in comprehensive high schools were:
1.

What qualities do employers look for when hiring graduates/completers of
secondary vocational education programs in comprehensive high schools?

2.

What experiences have employers had when comparing employees who
have completed vocational education programs in comprehensive high
schools to employees who have general education backgrounds (no high
school vocational training)?

3.

What impressions do employers have of the quality of vocational education
programs and classes in comprehensive high schools?

4.

What opinions do employers have regarding business/industry partnerships
or involvement with vocational education programs in comprehensive high
schools?

5.

What recommendations or suggestions do employers have for improving
vocational education programs in comprehensive high schools?
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RESEARCH QUESTION 1

What qualities do employers look for when hiring
graduates/completers of secondary vocational education programs
and classes in comprehensive high schools?
RESPONSES
Interestingly, the responses to this question tended to focus more on
personal traits and characteristics than on technical job skills. (It should be noted
that employers were asked to focus on the qualities they considered when hiring
people whose highest level of education was the completion of high school, and
more specifically on people who had attended or completed high school vocational
education programs.) While the factors underlying the nature of these responses
were not probed in great detail, it seemed that employers were assuming that
vocational education graduates applying for positions in their businesses already
possessed the basic technical skills that these jobs required. Consequently, hiring
decisions tended to be greatly influenced by the personal characteristics of
individual applicants. Common qualities that these employers looked for were
such traits as maturity, dependability, a good work ethic, personal appearance and
hygiene, self-confidence, the ability to communicate, and flexibility. In some cases,
employers were willing to hire people with little or no technical skills if they felt that
these applicants rated high in the personal traits previously identified. It was
evident, however, that the acquisition of certain basic technical skills was
necessary for "getting one's foot in the door'' for many of the positions that these
employers had available. Some typical responses that reflected employers'
emphasis on personal characteristics when hiring employees included the
following:
Maturity. That's always the first thing I look tor because a lot of them that are
Involved In the program aren't going to fulfil/ that requirement. I'd say that
over half of them that leave the program that I've been Involved In aren't
mature enough to see the responsibilities beyond that.
One of the things, and I work speclf/cally with the welding and machine
technology vocational class from a high school, and one of the things we
look for Is self-confidence.
This may sound kind of sll/y, but one of the things we look for first Is . . .
personal hygiene and then I don't know what It Is about shop classes that
seem to draw In maybe the lower self-esteem. I don't know what It Is, but we
look at personal hygiene, and believe It or not, it's just something to look for
just as a base thing and from there . . . to take care of themselves. If they
have got enough confidence . . . to present themselves, then we can . . .
mold or shape them Into whatever they want and It's always secondary what
classes they had. Granted It's usually the classes they took In the vocational
program that got them there to the Interview. That's how they found out
about It (the job}, but I think a lot of It Is just self-esteem ....
In my situation, communication skills Is the biggest thing that I'm looking for,
one-on-one and also with a group of people, and being able to communicate
and work well and get their tacts and their Ideas across. I think the biggest
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problem that I see Is finding kids out there that understand what work's all
about now-a-days.

When discussing the qualities they looked for when hiring, many employers
expressed a concern that recent high school graduates seemed to be weaker in
the areas of personal traits than did their counterparts in previous years. This
concern was voiced about all high school graduates, not necessarily just
completers of vocational programs. Employers also felt high school graduates
were less able than previous graduates to perform basic math, reading, and writing
skills. In general, there was a sense the quality of high school graduates, at least
the ones applying for jobs in their companies, was decreasing. These concerns
are addressed in more detail in a later section of the employer findings.
Employers were also asked about the availability of recent high school
graduates (with vocational education backgrounds) who met the criteria they set for
employees. The purpose of this question was to determine if employers were
having difficulties in finding the necessary numbers of qualified employees. Only a
small handful of employers noted they were experiencing difficulties in this area.
However, it was obvious the majority of these employers were well-acquainted with
the high school vocational education programs and many knew the instructors
personally. In fact, a number of participants noted when they needed employees,
they would call the instructor, and he or she would recommend students to them.
Consequently, many of these employers were getting a "first shot" at hiring
employees from the vocational programs. Because of this factor, it is possible the
experiences of employers in the focus groups may be different from other
employers in terms of finding qualified employees from high school vocational
education programs.

RESEARCH QUESTION 2

What experiences have employers had when comparing
employees who have completed vocational education programs in
~ n s i v e high schools to employees who have general
education backgrounds <no high school vocational training}?
RESPONSES
Generally, those employers who had experience in hiring both kinds of
graduates felt that people who had gone through vocational education programs
not only had more technical job skills but often had a better work ethic and attitude
toward work. In fact, participants focused more on the differences in work ethic and
attitude about work than they did on work skills when responding to this question. It
must be cautioned that the responses to this question were somewhat limited
because not all employers had the experiences necessary to respond. Again,
however, high school graduates with vocational education appeared to have both
technical skill and work ethic advantages when compared to other high school
graduates. Some comments that reflected this view included the following:
We've done {hired) both, and as I mentioned earlier, probably one of the
things we've seen, Is because we are a manufacturing plant, the people that
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come from the program are more, they're ready to go to work when they
come In. They know how a shop works, they've been trained. They
understand how to keep track of their time, for example. Besides just the
ski/ls we need to be able to work and to manufacture and be productive,
they're definitely more ready to work In an eight-hour day structured
environment, whereas sometimes kids that come right from school don't
have the understanding of being at work at a certain time, working for a
certain number of hours, and accomplishing something.
They don't quite
understand what they're supposed to do, what they're there for, and what's
expected of them. We've seen a much quicker transition In the people from
the program . . . they're more self-starters, come In and go 'to work, and be
productive quicker • • • •
I noticed a difference In their attitude and their willingness to work, their
promptness, and their professional attire.
The difference between the two
Is pretty broad. People who haven't had the course come to the Interview In
jeans and casual attire, and the people who have had the course have
learned to come to the Interview professionally attired and at least casual
professional, and their attitudes towards working ls eager and willing to
learn, and the people who did come out of that program are more there
because they need the money, and the people who come from the
vocational program last longer and learn more than the people who didn't.

RESEARCH QUESTION 3

What impressions do employers have of the auamy of vocational
education programs and classes in comprehensive high schools?
RESPONSES
In an effort to determine employer perceptions of the quality of secondary
vocational education programs, a series of questions were posed which examined
various aspects of program quality. These aspects included technical skills
preparation, strengths and weaknesses of secondary vocational education,
qualifications of teachers, and impressions of equipment. The following sections
document the findings for each of these categories of program quality.
TECHNICAL SKILLS PREPARATION
Employers were asked how well students were prepared in the area of
technical skills (skills needed in a specific job or occupation). Employers did not
have any major concerns in this area. While deficiencies (e.g., slow typing speeds,
inability to count change, etc.) were noted in the case of some graduates, these
were not considered major problems. Employers did suggest, however, that these
deficiencies did affect their perceptions of program quality. As noted, even though
these deficiencies and problems were not classified as major, they prompted a
number of employers to simply say the programs were good or okay, rather than
excellent. Their point was there is still room for improvement. Some comments
related to this concern included the following:
I think I got the Impression that the COE program was an easy thing to take in
their senior year and I was disappointed in that.
. .. they didn't know quite
as much as I thought they should.
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They come and tell you they got an A In typing, but they don't type what I
consider to be an A In typing. I'd have them type a rough draft but I would
not have them type a letter that was going to one of our cllents.

Employers noted that students needed to have the basic skills necessary to
function in business or industry. They did not expect to get "master craftsman"
types of people. From this standpoint it appeared that high school vocational
education programs were delivering what these employers wanted. Generally,
employers had the attitude if they could get people with basic technical skills, then
they would train them to do the specific or unique skills required in their business or
industry . The basic technical skills these employers referred to are such things as
an understanding of mechanical and scientific principles, the ability to operate
specific tools and machines, an understanding of accounting procedures, etc.
Once again, employers noted attitude and work ethic were sometimes more
important concerns to them than the acquisition of technical skills. Selected
statements illustrate these employers' thoughts on technical skills preparation
included the following:
We're not expecting them to be seasoned veterans when we hire them.
We're hiring them to mold . . . .
We have a responslblllty to train these people and we take them with the
understanding that they are entry-level and Inexperienced, but we rely Jess
on the technical ski/ls than some of you do, too.
We expect to train them. I don't really expect them to come In with a heck of
a Jot other than a good understanding of what work's all about and a good
work ethic.
. . . If I can find a kid with a good work ethic, I'll make a star out
of him ....

STRENGTHS OF SECONDARY VOCATIONAL EDUCATION PROGRAMS
\i~C:ff.::: Tlw, speciii.:; ques,,on" .egarding strengths and weaknesses were not
asked in all groups due to time limitations and also the similarities of these
questions to other questions regarding program quality.)
When speaking of the positive attributes of vocational education, employers
most often focused on the ways in which it helped high school students grow and
mature as an individual. Typical examples of personal growth that employers had
seen were an increase in self-confidence and esteem and an ability to better
present oneself to others. As noted previously, these employers also thought that
high school vocational education programs were helping students develop a better
work ethic and attitude towards work, especially when compared to students with a
general high school education. Another strength of vocational education noted by
several employers was it provided usable employment skills which could be used
after graduating from high school. Several others commented on the unique
opportunity that vocational education afforded students to explore a career to find
out if it interested them. Finally, one employer felt that a strength of vocational
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education was it offered an alternative method of learning for students due to its
emphasis on experiential education.
WEAKNESSES OF SECONDARY VOCATIONAL EDUCATION PROGRAMS
When responding to this question, most employers focused on the need to
improve basic educational skills such as math, reading, writing, vocabulary,
spelling, etc. Upon further discussion, however, some employers noted these
problems were more of a failure of the educational system than of vocational
education. However, these were real problems and they tended to feel vocational
education programs should attempt to address them. This concern is discussed
later in the recommendations section of the findings.
Several employers also felt schools and vocational education programs
needed to develop better communication and linkages with business and industry.
Again, this aspect is discussed in greater detail in a later section.

QUALIFICATIONS OF TEACHERS

(

Although the question asked of employers was directed at their perceptions
of the qualifications of vocational education teachers, most responded with their
impressions of teaching ability, commitment, and dedication (only employers who
knew or were familiar with secondary vocational education teachers were able to
respond to this question. However, most employers did know the instructors.) If
one uses these considerations as indicators of qualifications, then overall, these
employers were generally satisfied with this aspect of program quality. Some
typical responses to this question included the following:
I'm really sold on ours. I have never seen such dedication or the amount of
time they give to these programs . . . . It seems to me they go above and
beyond, but actually they are also excellent teachers . . . . I find that we have
,'l ver, high qualit.Y In this (area).
I'd have to say the same thing as far as the Instructors In a high school . . .
(they're) excellent. They've got good qualifications for teaching. I can sum
It up with dedication for (instructor) at (high school). She called me on
Sunday to make sure I was coming here today . . . . So I think their
dedication Is there. I would never have that patience.

As noted above, the majority of employers did not express any major
concerns regarding the teacher factor in program quality. However, several
employers in one group expressed a concern with burnout among vocational
education teachers. They had noticed the workload and requirements of the job
often wore some vocational teachers down to a point where program quality began
to deteriorate. One employer summed up this concern by saying:
Most of them burnout after three to five years.
. .. most of the (vocational)
teachers do have a very quick burnout factor. I think they lose Interest and
don't have the same ability after a few years . . . .
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IMPRESSIONS OF EQUIPMENT USED IN SECONDARY VOCATIONAL
EDUCATION PROGRAMS
As with the teacher aspect of program quality, only those employers who
had actual knowledge of the equipment being used in high school vocational
education programs could respond to this question. Based on the responses the
quality of equipment ranges from "state-of-the-art" to inadequate. On this scale,
however, most of the employers responding felt that equipment was adequate or
very good. None of these employers cited equipment as being a major detriment to
program quality. Some typical comments included the following:
I think the welding and machine technology at (high school) Is good.

I think
it's not . . . state-of-the-art, but . . . we as a company, we don't even have
everything that's state-of-the-art, so when I go and look at that, I can
appreciate (that) because it's realistic to me. What they have is good, it's
adequate. It may not be the very best, but in a lot of cases that helps to
teach the students, too, so they can adapt to what they do have.

In the business departments, I think they've done a real good job at
updating. Most of the classrooms that I've been involved with now have
computers In the classrooms . . . . I think the schools have done a real good
job on trying to stay up-to-date on the equipment necessary to prepare the
kids tor the business world.
From what I'm seeing, ls that most generally, we're (vocational programs) sort
of a step behind than what the business world ls . . . .
(They have a) double decker gym but not very good stuff in the vocational
area.

RESEARCH QUESTION 4

What opinions do employers have regarding business/industry
partnerships or involvement with vocational education programs in
9_QJJ1orehensive hign schools?
RESPONSES
Employers in these focus groups had been actively involved in a wide range
of activities which promoted interaction with high schools and vocational education
programs. Examples of such activities included serving on advisory committees,
participation in cooperative work experience programs, participating in career
days, sponsoring field trips, judging student organization contests, and speaking to
classes. They generally spoke quite favorably of these experiences and felt they
should be continued and expanded. These employers thought most businesses
would be willing to become more involved with vocational education programs but
they needed to know what the schools wanted them to do. It was evident these
respondents wanted to work with schools but didn't know quite how to proceed.
One employer had an interesting observation about this situation. His comment
included the following:
I kind of think from hearing around the table that most of us have had pretty
positive partnership experiences with different school districts, different
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teachers that supply us with their top students, but rather than It being a
select handful (of businesses), we have to find some way of expanding this
In the community. On the schools' part In the past twenty years or so, the
schools have kind of become a separatist organization where I don't think a
lot of business people are really aware that their comments would be wanted
or useful . . . .

Of all the activities cited by these employers, it was evident the cooperative
work experience program was the most common type of involvement or partnership
with secondary vocational education programs. Employers generally. considered
these programs to be very beneficial and wanted to continue participating in them.
One employer was concerned because students seemed less committed to the
program than in the past. Another concern, possibly related to the previous
problem, was that fewer students were enrolling in co-op programs. Employers
weren't completely sure of the reasons for this but several felt this might be due to
increasing graduation requirements which limited the hours students had available
for elective courses.

RESEARCH QUESTION 5

What recommendations or suggestions do employers have for
improving vocational education programs in comprehensive high

schools?
RESPONSES

(

(

Participants were asked two questions which were directed at determining
what kinds of things might be done to improve secondary vocational education
programs. The first questions was directed specifically at curriculum. Employers
were asked the broad question of what they thought should be taught in these
programs. It was evident from the responses that employers wanted vocational
education programs, and even some academic programs, to address the attitude
and work ethic issues previously identified. There was generally no mention of a
:1eed to ch2J1ge "'.he technical content of the curriculum. One might assume from
this that employers did not see any major changes that needed to be made in this
aspect of vocational education programs. However, when employers in the groups
suggested students needed more exposure to knowledge about work, work
expectations, problem-solving abilities, greater communication skills, job-seeking
skills, etc., there was considerable head-nodding and agreement by the rest of the
employers in the groups. This concern for improved work ethics and attitudes was
pervasive throughout all of the groups and came up repeatedly at each group
session. While not stated succinctly by these employers, there was often a notion
that while students need the technical skills, these skills were not as useful or
valuable as they could be without a change in their attitudes towards work. The
following comments are reflective of the responses received to the question
regarding what should be included in vocational education programs:
I think I would rate communication high on the list, being able to get your
feelings across, communicate with people, because that's our number one
way of dealing with anything Is how we communicate . . .
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Problem-solving and leadership ski/ls. And I guess by that I mean the ability
to be In a situation and If you're confronted with something out of the
ordinary or something you weren't prepared to accept, being able to at least
take the first steps, rather than, and again In our business, In a productive
type business, It's very Important, rather than just stopping and saying "well,
yeah, I have a problem, I don't know what to do" or going to the foreman or
whoever, and just stopping at that point.
And In conjunction with that, the
leadership ski/ls to be able to take charge of themselves even and to do what
they can and try to work within the other people that they have available to
them to get the job done, rather than just, this doesn't work or I don't know
what to do now so I'm going to stop. That's something that's real Important to
us because that kind of a ski/I, I think, can be taught and can be learned and
It definitely makes people easier to work with and more valuable . . ..
I think we need to expect a fam/1/arlzatlon with retail and most Importantly,
the attitude of work . . ..

Attitude Is really the big thing and they have to have the attitude that they
really want the job for a purpose ....

Some employers also felt basic skills (math, reading, writing) needed to be
stressed in the vocational programs because students were coming to them with
decreased abilities in these areas. Although this problem was attributed to the
educational system in general, a number of employers felt that vocational programs
needed to address this concern because it affected the overall performance and
effectiveness levels of their employees.
Finally, employers were asked fortheir recommendations and suggestions
on how to improve secondary vocational education. Not surprisingly, a number of
employers focused on solving or addressing the previously identified problems of
work ethics and attitudes, basic skills, funding for equipment, etc.
Program promotion was one of the more common responses given by
employers in regard to this question. They felt that promotion efforts should focus
on two areas. The first of these was making more students aware that vocational
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more attractive to students and that one way to do this was by trying to elevate the
image and value of vocational education. Another suggestion for accomplishing
this goal was for businesses to work on upgrading the images of their industries.
One employer said:
.1

;::;,

1 :\•

You need to make It more attractive. In the automotive Industry, we're
coming to a tremendous shortage . . . . What do we do to change this
stereotype (of the Industry)? You know, I think some people are a little
shocked to find out some of our top technicians who are mechanics make
$70,000 to $80,000 a year.

Related to this was a concern expressed by a small number of employees
that increased graduation requirements might be limiting opportunities for students
to enroll in vocational education programs. On a somewhat different tack, some
employers thought that vocational education programs could be improved by
screening the students to make sure only the ones who were truly interested in that
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field were actually admitted to programs. Along with this, some suggested
increasing the rigor and standards within programs.
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CHAPTER V
SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Summary
The purpose of this study was to determine if vocational training taken in
secondary comprehensive high schools or skills centers has adequately prepared
students for post-high school employment or further training. Based on the findings
documented in the study, it is apparent that secondary vocational education
programs offered at the comprehensive high schools and vocational skills centers
met the needs of employers and students that were interviewed. Even though
areas of concerns were noted, both vocational completers and employers who
hired students enrolled in vocational education programs believed secondary
vocational education experiences were both valuable and useful and the programs
adequately prepared individuals with the necessary technical job skills. The
majority of the vocational program completers noted, however, the most valuable
aspects of vocational programs were the way in which they helped develop
personal traits and characteristics such as responsibility, dependability, common
sense, self-confidence, and the ability to communicate and work with other people.
Employers, however, indicated that job skills were as important as interpersonal
skills.
Supporters of vocational education may review this report and note the
results verify many of the positive features that have long been attributed to
vocational education. The results illustrate many strengths of vocational education.
The reader should interpret these findings as applying primarily to those students
and employers interviewed who experienced success with the current vocational
education system, similar situations and circumstances.
Even thous:ih specific recommendations have been made based on the
iind1ngs g,c1E.r1ec. ,roiT, t:1is ,·s:-sean::n, it is suggested that similar research project
be conducted with students and employers that may not be so well served by
vocational education programs. Other groups of students enrolled in vocational
education programs and employers hiring vocational program completers may
have some valuable perspectives regarding ways to improve vocational education
programs which were not mentioned by the groups represented in this report. The
reader is reminded that the findings in this report may not be representative of the
whole spectrum of employers and former students.
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Conclusions
Conclusions reached as a result of this study are:
1.

The integration of basic academic skills needs to be incorporated into
the curriculum of vocational education programs.

2.

Work maturity skills need to be fostered and activities need to be
incorporated as a part of the vocational education curriculum.

3.

More effort needs to be placed on involving business and industry in
vocational education programs so that systemic change can occur.

Recommendations and Implementation Strategy
Based on the conclusions stated above, the following recommendations
have been suggested:
Recommendation l: Incorporate additional basic skills education (math.
reading. writing. etc.) into the curricula of all secondary vocational education
programs.
Although it has traditionally not been the role of secondary vocational
education to focus specifically on the acquisition of basic skills, employers
state that, based on their experiences with recent high school graduates,
additional training in basic skills is needed. Even if students have received
excellent technical skills, they may still have problems on the job because of
'.hs:r d:'::~ _:;i:,s with the basic skills. Basic skills deficiencies were more cf"'.
concern to these employers than were any technical skill deficiencies, and
consequently, this is their greatest need. Vocational educators should
consult with their business and industry connections to determine where the
greatest basic skills needs are in their program areas and then develop
strategies to address these concerns.
Implementation Strategy

1:

The core competencies being developed and validated by business and
industry will identify basic skills that vocational-technical students need to
learn. The Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction in conjunction with
the State Board for Community and Technical Colleges is exploring the
possibility of purchasing the Center for Occupational Research Development
(CORD) materials on workplace basics.
Recommendation 2: Expand general work skills curricula in all secondary
vocational education programs.
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As noted earlier in this report, general work skills are those abilities that are
needed in any type of occupation or job. While many of these are obviously
related to personal traits and work ethic concerns, the primary general work
skills discussed in these interviews were job-seeking, problem-solving, and
communicating or working with other people. Both students and employers
felt that such skills needed greater emphasis in vocational programs (and
even in non-vocational classes). While many of these skills are perceived to
be more difficult to teach and measure, the need for additional-training in the
general work skills does exist and should be addressed.
Implementation Strategy 2:
Included in the core competencies being developed by the Office of
Superintendent of Public Instruction and the State Board for Community and
Technical Colleges are specific tasks dealing with cooperative learning,
problem solving, and critical thinking skills. These foundational skills may
be taught in a middle school or junior high technology education class which
may be a part of a vocational course sequence or they may be introduced in
the high school vocational-technical education course.
Recommendation 3: Expand efforts to involve business and industry with
secondary vocational education programs.
These employers wanted to become involved with secondary vocational
education programs. Some even felt that they had an obligation to do so.
However, they really didn't seem to know how to become involved. While
some employers thought they should approach the schools to let them know
they were interested in working with them, it seemed that most thought they
had to wait for the school to contact them. A personal observation, based on
experiences from other vocational education research projects, is both sides
seem to be waiting for the other to make the first move. Thus, this researcher
n:;co;-mnends vocational edLica.tors take the initiative in these effcrts. They
are likely to find business and industry representatives very responsive to
their requests or concerns.
Implementation Strategy 3:
The Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction in cooperation with the
State Board for Community and Technical Colleges is in the process of
developing statewide technical committees in a number of vocational
programs. This will begin to involve business and industry more in
secondary/post-secondary vocational-technical education programs.

(
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